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Introduction 


Amrita Basu anti Atul Kohli 


Political conflicts around religious, caste and regional identities have multi- 
plied in India. Whether one views these ‘million mutinies’ as symptomatic 
of a growing crisis of governability or of a democratic revolution, analytical 
questions abound. Why is there apparently more violent conflict around 
identity politics in India today than at any time since Independence? To 
what extent do the character and intensity of recent conflicts differ from 
those of the past? What lessons can we learn from cases where community 
demands have been successfully accommodated? And on a related note, 
what measures might alleviate the widespread destruction of life and 
property, and create the sense of predictability on which all social order 
rests? The following essays analyse both the growing incidence of vio- 
lent ethnic conflict in India and some of the conditions for its resolution 

It is difficult to overstate the contemporary relevance of community 
conflicts in India. The decade of the 1990s began with violence breaking 
out in many north Indian cities and towns, mainly in response to the gov- 
ernment’s decision to implement the Mandal Commission recommenda- 
tions that provided quotas for empIo 5 fment and education to India’s lower 
middle strata, the ‘Other Backward Classes’ (OBCs); anti-Mandal senti 
ment was an important element in the downfall of the central government 
in 1990 and in the subsequent growth of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP). In October 1990, the BJP organized a massive at- 
tempt to .destroy the Babri Masjid, a mosque in the north Indian town of 
Ayodhya, that sparked off riots in which well over a thousand people died 
But this was only a prelude to the more serious debacle in Ayodhya in 
December 1992 which resulted in well over two thousand deaths across 
India, including brutal killings in cosmopolitan Bombay. Violence in Kash- 
mir has been severe for much of the first half of this decade. 

The 1996 parliamentary elections provide further evidence of the growth 
of community identities. The two major victors were the Hindu nationalist 
BJP on the one hand, and the coalition of backward and lower caste groups 
that ultimately allied with Congress and formed the government on the 
other. The community conflicts that had earlier been played out in the 
streets have now found strong expression in the national electoral arena 
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The chapters in this collection analyse the links between new expres- 
sions of community identity, growing ethnic conflict and the changing 
character of the Indian state. Our framing assumption is that contempo 
rary conflicts reflect politically constructed antagonisms between com- 
munities. We then explore how an intensified sense of ‘us versus them’ 
comes into being, the particular forms it assumes — whether it involves 
one community against another, or a community against the state and its 
agents, or alliances amongst political parties, or, as is most often the case, 
some combination of all of these forces. Against the backdrop of this 
exploration, we focus on changes in expressions of communitj^ identity in 
relation to changes in the nature of the Indian state. 

In this brief introduction, we first focus on our core concepts of the 
state and communities. It is the interaction between them that provides the 
cohering focus to the following essays.' In the conclusion, Amrita BastL 
will return in the conclusion to reflect on some of the main themes and 
findings. 

THE STATE 

Many of the most serious and violent conflicts that India has experienced 
in recent years have been directed against the state. Diverse groups do not 
simply vent their anger on the state but often also hold it responsible for 
the injustices they seek to redress. Hindu nationalists allege that the cen- 
tral government appeases the Muslim minority, upper caste youths who 
immolated themselves in 1990 accused the government of discriminating 
against the so-called forward castes by implementing the Mandal Com- 
mission recommendations, and regional movements demanding greater 
rights to self-determination have accused the national government of dis- 
criminatory allocation of resources and undue political interference at the 
state level. 

The growth of community conflicts has coincided with a deinstitu- 
tionalization of the Indian state. Both the normative and organizational 
pillars of the post-Independence Indian state — secularism, socialism and 
nationalism of the Nehruvian type, as well as the Congress party and civil 
and political bureaucracies — have weakened. At the same time, the size 
of the electorate has multiplied, competition for state-controlled resources 
has increased, traditional social hierarchies have eroded, and the spirit of 
democratic competition has spread. The combination of a normative and 
organizational vacuum on the one hand and the intensification of demo- 

' For a broader statement on the state-society approach that is consistent with these 
essays, see Migdal et al. tl994-). 
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cratic politics on the other, has provided the opening for mobilization 
along multiple lines and thus the context for the outpouring of a variety of 
political conflicts? 

However, the state is not necessarily responsible for all the conflicts 
for which it is blamed. For example the BJP’s contention that the Con- 
gress party’s appeasement policy has damaged Hindu interests, thereby 
tnggering the growth of Hindu nationalism and concomitant Hindu-Muslim 
conflict, represents a gross distortion and oversimplification of state policy. 
It IS nonetheless a compelling discourse. So while we argue that the state’s 
role is often critical to an understanding of the genesis and growth of 
community conflicts, we neither deny the influence of socio-economic 
conditions, nor of the understandings and discourses that undergird shifts 
in identity politics. 

Further, our analysis of how the state influences community conflicts 
is not limited to those state policies that intentionally affect the communi- 
ties that take to the streets in protest The state’s influence on ethnic con- 
flicts may be powerful but indirect. Rajiv Gandhi, for example, no more 
intended to contribute to the BJP’s growth by overturning the Supreme 
Court decision in the Shah Bano case than V. P. Singh intended to incite 
upper castes by implementing the Mandal Commission recommendations 
We thus analyse the ways in which the state contributes to community 
conflict through its action as well as its inaction, through its passive and 
overt activities. And we also explore the relationship between what has 
increasingly become an electorally driven political system and the growth 
of community conflicts. 

Just as we broaden our understanding of state policy by exploring its 
unintended consequences, we similarly challenge monolithic characteri- 
zations of the state by focusing on its diverse actions at the state and local 
levels. Many ‘communal’ riots have indeed been precipitated by discord 
between state and central governments and between local and national 
administrators. In other instances, however, community leaders and gov 
ernment representatives have worked together to prevent or contain vio- 
lence. Such diverse examples warn against the dangers of overly simple 
characterizations of the state in situations of ‘communal’ unrest. 


COMMUNITY CONFLICTS 

The very task of specifying which community identities have been associ- 

^ Both the editors of this coileclion have worked on different aspects of this topic 
Basu (forthcoming) explores popular participation in Hindu nationalist mobilization, 
Kohli has written extensively on the crisis of the state, including Kohii (1990 b) 
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ated with political conflict and violence is complex. People identify them- 
selves in ways that often depart from the labels that scholars and adminis- 
trators use to describe them. Moreover, what might appear to be a Hindu- 
MusUm or a caste conflict may be infused with meanings other than the 
terms ‘communal’ or ‘caste’ suggest. 

It is often difficult to analyse simultaneously with adequate care the 
complexity of identities and their social construction on the one hand, and 
why identity-based political conflict has grown on the other hand. While 
we as a group of political scientists agree that an adequate explanation of 
ethnic conflict requires an understanding of the socially constructed na- 
ture of identities, given disciplinary proclivities, our ‘comparative advan- 
tage’ lies more in tackling issues of explanation than in unravelling com- 
plex social constructions. 

Radier than exploring the whole range of community identities that 
people embody, we focus on those identities that have become associated 
with political violence in the recent past, especially religion, caste, lan- 
guage and region. In doing so we distinguish our approach from some 
other prevailing approaches. While the debate on ‘primordialism’ versus 
‘instrumentalism’ has by now been surpassed,^ and most analysts agree 
tiiat ethnic identities are a product of complex strategic and cultural con- 
siderations, the conditions under which etlmic divisions within a political 
community ‘harden’ or ‘soften’ remain far from clear. We hope to con- 
tribute to this analytical lacuna by specifying the ‘political conditions’ 
that mould community identities. By ‘political conditions’ we refer both 
to the nature and actions of the stale on the one hand, and power compe- 
tition and movement politics on the other hand. We thus seek political 
explanations for such questions as why regional movements have appar- 
ently supplanted linguistic movements; why movements that made regional 
demands have often found expression through religious idioms; and why 
caste movements have ended up persecuting religious minorities. 

We explore differences in people’s expressions of their community 
identities at the local, state and national levels. Since many of the move 
mcnts we study are suhnational or regional, ’victimization’ of specific 
groups by the central government figures as an important aspect of their 
seif-constitution as a movement. In other cases, however, the success of 
movements masks the extent to which they have benefited from centre-state 
conflicts. For example in the aftermath of events in Ayodhya, the BJP’s 
growth may deceptively appear to be the outcome of a groundswell of 

’ For a brief, good discus sion of competing approaches to the study of ethnic politics 
see Young (im 21-5). 
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H ndu naLonaiist o. communahst sentiment. In fact, however, the BJP s 
growth in some states in which it is powerful may well result more from 
‘banal’ political facts, such as the continuing decline of the Congress, 
centre-state conflict in titese regions may help catapult the BJP into po- 
litical prominence. 

It is also important to contrast the ways in which local activists and 
national leaders define their identities and interests. Otherwise there is a 
risk of treating these movements as coherent, homogeneous entities. It is 
striking, for example, that local activ!.sts in secessionist, religious and caste 
movements often depict their actions as defensive. Assertions of victimiza- 
tion among relatively affluent, powerful groups that dominate along reli- 
gious, caste or ethnic lines, have not prevented them from engaging m 
extreme brutality. Indeed their belief that they are victims of state policy 
IS a common source of their frustration and aggression. 

While we focus on religion, caste, language and region, we do not 
assume that these categories depict stably rooted identities. Rather, we 
are interested in how they acquire, transform and even lose political mean 
mg. Take, for example, the Shiv Sena in Maharashtra: although it was 
initially depicted and described itself as a ‘sons-of-the-soil’ movement, 
today the Shiv Sena is commonly identified as a militant Hindu national- 
ist group. Similarly, the Akali Dal in Punjab was' once considered a re- 
gional movement but has increasingly become known as a Sikh religious 
movement. In contrast, Tamil nationalism asserted itself as aregional force, 
won some victories, but later declined in intensity. These examples raise a 
series of questions: how do changes in identities of movements transpire*?, 
what is the role of the state in renegotiating these identities?; what are the 
differences between the terms that leaders of these movements, ‘ordinary’ 
activists and the state use to describe them?; and what are the conditions 
that help us explain the rise and decline of such community -oriented move- 
ments? 

The nine chapters that follow address the interaction between the state 
and politics on the one hand and the emergence, intensification, transfor- 
mation and/or decline of community identities on the other hand. The 
opening essay by Atul Kohli explores the relationship of ethnic self- 
determination movements to changing state practices. He compares the 
trajectories of movements organized by Tamils, Sikhs and Kashmiri Mus- 
lims. 

Sunita Paiikh analyses caste and religious conflicts at the national level, 
focusing both on the interaction between political determinants and iden- 
tity politics of caste and communal groups. Christophe Jaffrelot provides 
a useful historical overview of growing politicization of religious con- 
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flicts which culminate in riots. The remaining essays dissect a variety of 
regional situations. Zoya Hasan analyses how caste conflicts were trans- 
formed into religious conflicts in Uttar Pradesh, whereas Arun Swamy 
lays out a provocative argumentfor why mass violence is not as prevalent 
in some south Indian states such as Tamil Nadu as it is in the rest of India. 
Sten Widmalm focuses on the important case of Kashmir, suggesting that 
the conflict there is as much about politics as it is about reiigion, Jyotirindra 
Dasgupta then analyses ethnic conflicts in the north-east, emphasising the 
latitude that exists for constructive resolution of subnational movements. 
Mary Katzenstein, Uday Mehta and Usha Thakkar explain the ‘rebirth’ of 
the Shiv Sena in Bombay by focusing on both institutional and discursive 
changes. The concluding chapter by Amrita Basu evaluates the different 
approaches the authors in this collection take in analysing the causes and 
consequences of the growth of community conflicts in India. 


Can Democracies Accommodate Ethnic 
Nationalism? 

The Rise and Decline of Self- 
Determination Movements in India 

Atul Kohli* 


Over the years, numerous ethnic movements have confronted the central 
state within India’s multicultural democracy. India thus provides laboratory- 
like conditions for the study of such movements. In this paper I analyse 
thiee such ethnic movements— those of Tamils in Tamil Nadu during the 
i950s and 1960s, of Sikhs in the Punjab during the 1980s, and of Muslims 
m Kashmir during the 1990s — with the aim of explaining both their nse 
and decline. The focus will be less on the details of these movements than 
on deriving some general conclusions. 

I argue below that periodic demands for more control and power by a 
variety of ethnic groups — that is self-determination movements — ought 
to be expected in multicultural democracies, especially developing country 
democracies. The fate of these movements — that is the degree of 
cobesiveness these groups forge; whether they are accommodated or 
whether their demands readily escalate into secessionist movements; and 
their relative longevity — largely reflect tlie nature of the political context, 
although group characteristics around which movements emerge and the 
resources these groups control are also consequential. More specifically, 
two dimensions of the political context, namely how well central authonty 
IS institutionalized within the multicultural democracy and the willingness 
of the ruling groups to share some power and resources with mobilized 

‘ I would like to thank the following for their helpful comments on earlier drafts 
Amrita Basu, Ayesha Jalal, Pratap Mehta, Claus Offe, Pravesh Shamia, John Waterbury 
and anonymous reviewers. The suggestions made by Ashutosh Varshney need to be 
singled out for acknowledgement because they were very useful; I incorporated many 
of them. The essay further benefited from comments of participants at the conference 
on Political Violence in India, at Amherst, Mass, 23-4 September 1995, and at a 
seminar I gave at the Department of Political Science, University of Toronto, 9 February 
1 996. A much earlier version of this paper was prepared with the financial help of the 
Liechtenstein Research Program on SelfiDeteimination, Center of International Studies, 
Pimeeton University, 
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groups, appear to be especially relevant. Given well-established centra] 
authority and fiirm but compromising leaders, self-determination movements 
typically follow the shape of an inverse U-curve; a democratic polity in a 
developing country encourages group mobilization, heightening group 
identities and facilitating a sense of increased group efficacy; mobilized 
groups then confront state authority, followed by a more or less prolonged 
process of power negotiation: and such movements eventually decline as 
exhaustion sets in, some leaders are repressed, others are co-opted and a 
modicum of genuine power-sharing and mutual accommodation between 
the movement and the central state authorities is reached. Understood in 
this manner, self-determination movements constitute a political process 
whereby the central state and a variety of ethnic groups discover their relative 
power balances in developing country democracies. 

This sweeping argument requires some qualifications and caveats that 
are best stated at the outset. First, in addition to the domestic political 
context, the comparative analysis of Indian material suggests that 
international factors can also alter the underlying power dynamics on which 
the predicted rise and decline of these movements rests. Second, the 
analysis is pitched at a fairly high level of generality. This not only 
obliterates complex details of individual movements but leads one to 
downplay important contrasts across movements; some identities (for 
example religion) may be better suited than others (for example language) 
to define ethnic boundaries and thus may be easier to mobilize and sustain 
in the cause of self-determination movements. Since no single essay can 
accomplish everything, I hope that the costs of aggregation are worth the 
benefits of generalizations that emerge. Finally, there is a need for a 
normative caveat. The focus on the state and the larger political context 
ought not to be read as endorsing the actions of state elites at the expense 
of the rights of ethnic movements. On the contrary, established states often 
trample on the rights of their minorities, sometimes ruthlessly. Whether a 
state or a demanding group has justice on its side is both important and 
controversial, and is best decided on a case-by-case basis. 

The chapter is organized as follows. I first discuss some general issues 
explaining why proliferation of group demands ought to be expected in a 
multicultural developing country democracy like India, and why the 
institutionalization of central authority and the nature of the leadership 
are especially important aspects of the political context that shape self 
determination movements. Specific Indian material follows this general 
discussion, notably a comparison of self-determination movements of 
Tamils, Sikhs and Kashmiri Muslims. Towards the end, I not only 
summarize the analysis but elaborate on some general conclusions. 
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THE POLITICAL CONTEXT: SOME GENERALIZATIONS 

Politicization in Developing Democracies 

The introduction of democracy to a developing country setting nearly 
always exacerbates political conflicts over the short to medium term. Some 
observers are surprised by such outcomes because, extrapolating from the 
Western experience, they expect democracy to be a solution to existing, 
rather than a source of new, power conflicts. In the West, however, if one 
rnay overgeneralize, democracy evolved over a long time, and both suffrage 
and political competition expanded slowly within the framework char- 
acterized by centralized authority structures at the apex and growing 
popular pressures from below. Moreover, the question of which group 
constituted a ‘nation’ that was to be wedded to a specific state was often 
resolved prior to the introduction of mass suffrage. In this sense, democracy 
m the West indeed came to be a ‘solution’ to growing power conflicts in 
society, especially among economic elite and across class lines. By contrast, 
democracy comes to most developing countries in the form of imported 
ideas. As these ideas are translated iflto democratic institutions which m 
turn, provide new incentives for political actors to organize and mobilize, 
the results over the short to medium term are often disquieting. Several 
state-society traits of developing country democracies help explain why 
this should be so. 

First, prevailing cultural conditions in developing countries do not 
leadily mesh with the imported model of political democracy. For example 
mass suffrage is introduced in a context where identities and attachments 
often tend to be more local than national; authority in society tends to be 
dispersed but, within dispersed pockets, quite rigid and hierarchical; and 
community norms often prevail over narrow individualism. As democracy 
IS introduced and competing elites undertake political mobilization, old 
identities are rekindled and reforged. Modem technology hastens the 
process (for example the availability of the teachings of Khomeini on 
cassettes or the dramatization of the Ramayana on television), and the 
collision of mobilized identities with each other or with the state ought 
not to be totally surprising. The spread of democratic norms also threatens 
traditional elites, who are more than willing to join hands with all those 
who perceive the spread of individualism as disruptive of traditional 
lifestyles. Again, a variety of ‘reactionary’ movements ought to be 
expected. 

Second, considerable state intervention is inherent in the overall design 
of ‘late development’ (Kohli 1990b; Conclusion). This structural trait in a 
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low income setting generates special problems when democracy i; 
introduced. For example ruling elites in developing country democracies 
cannot readily claim that distributive problems are social (private) and 
not political (public) problems; in other words, it is difficult in 
contemporary developing countries to establish the same separation 
between public and private realms that many Western democracies 
developed in the early stages. The accumulation of distributive claims on 
these states thus partly reflects the politicization engendered by the state’s 
attempts to penetrate and reorganize socio-economic life. Relatedly, an 
interventionist state in a poor setting controls large proportions of a 
society’s economic resources, thus attracting the competitive. energies of 
many of those who seek economic improvement. Intense competition over 
the state’s resources, in turn, politicizes numerous cleavages, adding to 
the problems of developing country democracies. 

Third, since democracy comes to most developing countries as an 
impon, and since the transitions to democracy are over relatively short 
time periods, democratic institutions tend to be weak in most follower 
democracies. There is some variation on this dimension, and I will return 
to the issue of relative institutionalization as a variable (India being more 
fortunate on this score). For the most part, however, .such institutions as 
norms of electoral politics, political parties, parliaments, and constitutional 
separation of powers are not well established in developing country 
democracies. Competitive mobilization, in turn, that is unmediated by 
institutions tends to spell trouble for most states. Of the problems generated 
by this well-known condition, the most significant is that power in these 
settings often comes to rest in individuals rather than in institutions. Barring 
exceptional individuals, most leaders centralize personal power with long- 
term detrimental consequences. Because centralization of power in 
individuals nearly always weakens fragile institutions — strong institutions 
do constrain the power of individuals — there is a built-in incentive in 
developing country democracies for leaders to undertake periodic 
deinstitutionalization; weak institutions and personal power thus tend to 
create a mutually reinforcing, vicious cycle. Typically, therefore, deve- 
loping country democracies tend to move towards situations in whicli a 
centralizing, personalistic ruling elite confronts a variety of oppositional 
elites, who mobilize that which is most readily mobilizable, namely 
community identities, and help transform them into rigid ethnic and group 
boundaries. 

This brings the discussion to the fourth and last distinctive condition of 
developing country democracies. The introduction of competitive elections 
and mass suffrage amidst weak institutions will repeatedly generate 
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expansionary political pressures in these democracies, that is pressures 
towards a more equal distribution, of power in society. A movement towards 
genuine devolution of political and economic power could accommodate 
such tendencies, or establish a new ‘equilibrium’ between demands and 
governance, and help strengthen new democracies. Any such trend 
however, is likely to run up against two pervasive global constraints, both 
manifest as near intellectual hegemonies. These are, first , a belief in strong, 
centralized states as a necessity for the welfare of nations and, second, m 
recent years, a widespread acceptance of orthodox economic models as 
anpropriate models of economic development. Whereas the former 
privileges nationalists, the latter, in spite of the promised dismantling of 
the state and related decentralization, pushes centralizing technocrats to 
the forefront (for details, see Kohli 1993). In either case, devolution of 
power is'a fairly low priority in most developing country democracies A 
typical outcome is the evolution of these democracies towards two-track 
polities, with a democratic track in the sphere of electoral politics, and a 
not-so-democratic track in the state sphere, especially in the area of 
economic policy-making. The political society of many developing 
democracies is thus increasingly characterized, on the one hand, by ‘too 
much democracy’ — that is by a variety of conflicts, including ethnic 
conflicts — and, on the other hand, by ‘not enough democracy,’ as it 
increasingly insulates itself from social demands and conflicts. 

The cumulative impact of these distinctive state-societal traits is that 
the introduction of democracy into developing countries rapidly politicizes 
the body politic. As a result, a variety of conflicts typically dot the political 
landscape of these democracies. Broad contextual conditions, of course, 
do not fully explain either the variations across such countries or the trajec- 
tories of specific conflicts; in the language of social science, a focus on 
the context provides necessary but not sufficient conditions of specific 
conflicts. What can be said at the general level, however, is that the four 
state-societal traits discussed above help explain why democracy in 
developing countries tends to be as much a source of, as a solution to. 
power conflicts. 

These conflicts may precipitate along cleavages of class, interest groups, 
regions, or ethnic groups. Again, at a general level, it can be noted that 
ethnic and regional groups are more likely than classes or economic groups 
to demand ‘self-determination’, because they can more readily perceive 
themselves as ‘total societies’, that is as social groups with a sufficiently 
complex division of labor to sustain ambitions of territorial sovereignty 
The possibility of a shared cultural heritage further encourages such 
‘imagining’ . The more such groups exist in a developing country democracy, 
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These situations are ‘resolved’ either when overwhelming force is used 
and/or when a more accommodating leader comes to power within the 
established state. 

Self-determination movements are deeply threatening to weakly 
institutionalized states (quadrants 2 and 4), if the leaders of such states 
are relatively accommodating towards movements — such examples in the 
developing world ate rare, suggesting that the institutionalization of 
authority structures and leadership strategies may not be entirely 
independent of each other — then the peaceful break-up or I'e organization 
of the state is the most likely outcome. By contrast, unaccommodating 
leaders, especially those who control significant coercive resources, are 
likely to drive the situation towards, at minimum, considerable turbulence 
and, at maximum, a civil war and possibly even the violent break-up of 
the state. 

In sum, how well the authority of the central state is institutionalized 
and what the leadership strategy is are two important aspects of the political 
context that influence the pattern of self-determination movements. To 
repeat, the nature of the groups that are mobilized (that is what resources 
these groups control and whether the groups are organized around race 
religion, or language), as well as how intensely such groups come to view 
their situation as unjust are issues that are by no means irrelevant to the 
fate of these movements; some of these issues are by their very nature 
specific to given situations and will emerge in the empirical discussion of 
specific cases. At a general level, it is my central hypothesis that the nature 
of the broader political context is quite important for understanding self- 
determination movements. 

SOME EVIDENCE FROM INDIA 

India is a noisy democracy which, over the years, has experienced a variety 
of political conflicts. Conflicts around cleavages of class, caste, parties 
language, religion, and regions thus characterize India’s political landscape 
Elsewhere, I have analysed in detail why this should be so in India (Kohli 
1 990b) ; s ome of the theoretical generalizations stemming from that analysis 
were sketched out above in a highly condensed form. Witiiin that context, 
the focus here is mainly on etlinic movements demanding self-determination ' 

' As suggested above, I use the concept of self-detenni nation movements fairly loosely 
What 1 have in mind are mainly movenients for greater power and control by groups 
which share some real or imagined characteristics and which are sufficiently large and 
complex to conceive of themselves as ‘mini nations’. Within the Indian federation 
then, demands of such m'rwriiy groups have varied from imn mum ( e fo 
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Again, India has experienced quite a few of these, especially by groups 
who define their regional distinctiveness along criteria of language or 
religion. Three of the most significant of these movements, namely those 
involving Tamils, Sikhs and Kashmiri Muslims are analysed below.^ Since 
I have proposed that institutionalization of state authority and leadership 
strategies influence the pattern of these movements, prior to their analysis 
a few comments concerning how these contextual conditions have varied 
m India over time are in order. 

In the 1950s, India was a relatively well-institutionalized polity 
particularly in comparison with other developing countries. This was 
especially manifest in a fairly well-organized central state — reflected m a 
highly professional national civil service and armed forces — but also in a 
well-functioning national political party, the Congress, that generally 
controlled the state. In addition, India possessed such effective institutions 
as a parliament, an independent judiciary and a free national press. How 
and why India came to have such effective institutions is a complex issue, 
well beyond the scope of this paper. Suffice it to say that some state 
institutions were inherited from a colonial past and other more political 
ones were a product of a fairly prolonged and cohesive nationalist 
movement (Weiner 1967, 1989). India’s rigid and segmented social 
structure — especially the elaborate caste hierarchies, organized o\ er 
numerous, relatively isolated villages — ^kept levels of political mobilization 
low apd, ironically, may have further helped new institutions to take root 
in the early, post-Independence phase. 

Over time some of India’s political institutions weakened. In terms of 
periodization, if the 1950s were a decade of relatively effective institutions 
the 1960s are best thought of as a decade of transition during which the 
nationalist legacy declined, political competition and challenges to the 
hegemony of the Congress party increased, and a new type of political 
system — a more populist system — with non-institutional methods of 
securing electoral majorities was created by Indira Gandhi. During the 
following two decades, namely the 1970s and the 1980s, some of India’s 

power and resources within the federation and expressed through democratic channels) 
to maximum (i.e, for secession from the federation and expressed tlirough militant 
means), 

^ I estimate the ‘significance’ of these movements by the following criteria: the number 
ot people that were mobilized; the cohesiveness and longevity of the movement; and 
the degree to which they genuinely became a force that the central state could not 
Ignore. It could be argued that this case selection is a little too convenient; that such 
other cases as in eastern India would be troubling to the argument of this paper. For an 
analysis of some eastern Indian material that is broadly consistent with the spirit of 
this essay, see the chapter by Jyotirindra Dasgupta in this volume. 
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established institutions were battered, especially by leaders in power. 

Since levels of institutionalization are relative, it is important to 
remember that even during the 1970s and the 1980s, India’s central stale 
authority was relatively well institutionalized in comparison with most 
African'and many Latin American countries. Nevertheless, in comparison 
with its own past, a fair amount of deinstitutionalization did occur: the 
Congress party was largely destroyed as an organization; the civil service, 
the police and even the armed forces became less professional and more 
politicized; parliament became less effective; and the the judiciary less 
autonomous. Once again, how and why these political changes occurred 
constitutes a complex story, far beyond the scope of this chapter. The only 
fact I will note is that growing personalization of power was at the heart of 
the stoiy; growing political fragmentation in society privileged personalism 
and, in turn, personalistic leaders damaged the institutions that constrained 
their discretionary powers (Brass 1994; Kohli 1990b; Rudolph and 
Rudolph 1987). 

As to the other variable of leadership strategy, India has had four main 
prime ministers who have ruled for more than two to three years each 
Nehru ruled India for nearly seventeen years, from 1947 till his death in 
1964; Indira Gandhi dominated India for nearly as long as her father 
{1966--77 and 1980-84); Rajiv Gandhi ruled from 1984 to 1989, 
Narasimha Rao took over in 1991 and ruled until 1996. To characterize 
the leadership strategies of these leaders in a,, brief space is to grossly 
oversimplify a fairly complex reality and I do so only reluctantly. 

The main analytical concern here is how leaders typically respond to 
oppositional challenges, especially to demands of mobilized groups for 
greater self-determination. On a dimension of leadership strategy that varies 
from accommodating to unaccommodating, Nehru was closer to the 
accommodating end of the spectrum. This was both a function of his own 
personality and a reflection of his relatively secure power position; a 
concession from Nehru here or there enhanced his magnanimity rather 
than threatened his hold on power. The political situation during his 
daughter’s rule, however, was quite different, as were her political in- 
stincts. The hegemony of the Congress had by then declined and Indira 
consolidated her power against considerable odds. Always suspicious of 
power challenges, she recreated a powerful political centre in India mainly 
by portraying herself as a champion of the poor. As her personal popul arity 
soared, the opposition to her also became strident, culminating in her 
imposing the ‘Emergency’ in 1975, when democratic rights in India were 
suspended for about two years. When Indira Gandhi returned to power in 
1980, she was less populist; nonetheless, needing to mobilize electoral 
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pluralities, she started flirting with communal themes, occasionally courting 
India’s Hindus (more than 80 per cent of India’s population) by raihng 
against religious minorities, especially Sikhs. This strategy made her 
increasingly less accommodating towards minorities, lest she be viewed 
as appeasing them. Overall therefore, in conti'ast to Nehru, Indira Gandhi 
^vas closer to the unaccommodating end of the leadership spectrum. 

Both the subsequent leaders, Rajiv Gandhi and Nai'asimha Rao, have 
been more flexible than Indira Gandhi.^ Rajiv Gandhi was especially 
accommodating towards self-determination movements during the first 
two years of his rule. As his political situation became less secure in the 
second half of his rule, he became more and mors indecisive and 
unaccommodating. In the 1990s. Narasimha Rao portrayed himself as a 
nonpersonalistic, flexible leader who, at minimum, was not bent on a further 
centralization of power in his own hands. After the assassination of two 
prime ministers (both Indira and Rajiv were assassinated for political 
reasons), this ruling strategy appeared to calm an agitated polity. 

The Nehru period in India, say, from 1950 to 1964, is best understood 
as a period when India’s central state was relatively well institutionalized 
and leadership strategy, though firm, was flexible and accommodating to 
demands for self-determination. Subsequently, especially since the mid- 
1960s. India’s political institutions have weakened, though they remain 
relatively effective by developing country standards. Leadership strategy 
over these last three decades, however, has varied. Whereas Indira Gandhi 
was quite unaccommodating towards demanding groups, both Rajiv and 
Rao appeared to be at least less threatening, if not actually moie 
accommodating. With this context in mind, we are now in a position to 
turn our attention to a few specific self-determination movements within 
India. 

Tamil Nationalism 

Today, Tamil Nadu, is one of India’s important states, an integral part of 
the Indian federal system. Now, not even those who live in Tamil Nadu 
question whether they are fully a part of the Indian union. However, it was 
not always so. During the 1950s and the 1960s, arguing that Tamils were 
a distinct people, Tamil leaders mobilized considerable support for a ‘Tamil 
Nation’ ; they demanded, at the very least, greater power and control over 
their own affairs vis-a-vis New Delhi or, at most, secession from India A 

’ The contrast between these leaders and Indira Gandhi helps bolster the claim Uiat 
leadership strategies are indeed somewhat independent of the degrees of 
institutionalization of state authority. 
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vefy brief recapitulation of the rise and decline of this movement will sem 
our broader analytical interests (seeBamett 1976; Swamy, this volume), 
Tamil is a language, and Tamils as asocial group, therefore, are mainl; 
a linguistically defined group. Tamil, along with a few other languages ir 
south India, but unlike most languages spoken in northern India, does noi 
derive from classical Sanskrit with its Indo-Germanic roots; rather, it is a 
Dravidian language. Tamil nationalists also insisted that Tamils are a separate 
racial and cultural group, descended from a Dravidian society that was 
indigenous to southern India priorto the historic an'ival of and domination 
by ‘northern Aryans’ , Brahmins in Tan^il society could thus be viewed not 
as natural ‘hegemons’ of a caste society but rathef as agents of northern 
domination. That some of the Tamil Brahmins were of lighter skin coloui 
than much of the darker skinned Tamil society only added to the plausibili' 
ty of such an interpretation. Tw'o other sets of ‘facts-on-the-ground’ are 
important for understanding the dynamics of Tamil nationalism. First 
Brahmins in Tamil society constitute a relatively small caste group: less 
Than 5 per cent of the total (in comparison, say, to parts of northern India 
where Brahmin^ often constitute nearly 10 per cent of total population) 
Second, for a variety of historical reasons, the area that is now Tamil Nadu 
was more urbanized by mid-century than many other parts of India, 

The Congress parly in this part of India, as elsewhere, built its pre- 
Independence base on Brahmins. That Brahmins were few in number and 
that non-Brahmin castes were already active in city life provided the 
necessary conditions for the early rise of an anti-Brahmin movement; in 
other words, democratization and related power conflicts came to this region 
of India relatively early. The first institutional manifestation of that 
movement was the Justice Party. Led by the elite of the non-Brahmin castes 
it sided with the British against both Brahmins and Congress in the hope 
of securing concessions in government jobs and education. It was 
eventually deiegitimized both because of its elitist nature and the rising 
tide of nationalism. This had significant consequences, especially because 
Congress became identified as a Brahmin party in a region where Brahmins 
had not been able to establish cultural and political hegemony. The early 
development of a cleavage between the Brahmin and non-Brahmin forces 
opened up the political space for subsequent anti-Congress developments 
The link between Congress and Bralnnins became the target of Tamil 
nationalists in the post-Independence period. The Congress party in Madras 
could not easily break out of thatmould. The continued Congress-Brahmin 
alliance enabled the regional nationalists to mobilize simultaneously against 
domination by both caste and nordi Indians. Hammering on the theme of 
the distinctiveness of the Tamil tradition and linking that with opposition 
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to the rule of Hindi-speaking northerners and their allies, the southern 
Brahmins, the leaders of the Dravidian movement found a ready audience 
among 1 :he numerous backward castes that were already concentrated in 
the cities. To put it simply, Tamil nationalism and a ‘petit bourgeois' base 
among the urban backward castes provided the core support for a regional 
nationalist movement. 

The early demands of this self-determination movement were for greater 
power and control: over time, the broader movement came to include a 
separatist movement demanding a ‘Dravidistan,’ a land for the Dravidian 
people. A number of Indian states in the early 1950s argued for the 
reorganization of the Indian federation along linguistic lines. Most such 
demands, of course, were not separatist. Nevertheless, in the aftermath of 
partition, Nehru, in the early 1950s, was reluctant to consider a linguistic 
redesign, lest it strengthen secessionist tendencies and lead to a further 
breakup of India. Tamil nationalists and their mobilized supporters were a 
case in point, in so far as they pressed their identity politics hard through 
demonstrations that occasionally turned violent and included public burning 
of the Indian flag and the constitution. Under growing pressure from several 
states, Nehru realized that the dangers from not devolving power to linguistic 
groups were greater than of doing so. Fully in control at the national centre 
and widely accepted as India’s legitimate leader, he set fiim limits on w hat 
powers the newly constituted states would have and what would be 
controlled by New Delhi (which, by the way, was substantial). Within these 
limits then, India’s federal system was reorganized into linguistic states in 
1956. By granting Tamil nationalists a Tamil state, the reorganization took 
a fair amount of the separatist steam out of the movement. 

Having gained a separate state of their own (first called Madras, 
subsequently relabelled Tamil Nadu, or the home of Tamils), the struggle 
of Tamil nationalists shifted to ousting Congress from power within the 
slate. To that end, Tamil nationalists utilized a political party, the Dravida 
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), and set our to broaden their power base 
Their party’s radical rhetoric of land reform and eradication of the caste 
system further threatened the Brahmins, but attracted many intermediate 
and lower caste villagers. The DMK also used cultural themes to mobilize 
support. In this they were fortunate since many prominent Tamil nationalists 
were playwrights, literary figures and theatre and movie actors In 
particular, the DMK used the emerging medium of movies with great skill 
and success to highlight such themes as the injustices of the caste system, 
the glories of Tamil history, and the societal need for Robin Hood-hke 
heroes who would deliver the poor, the weak and the dispossessed from the 
clutches of the rich and the wicked. 
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As Tamil nationalism became more popul st its multaneously became 
less coherent and more capable of winning elections. Following Nehiu’s 
death, for example, India’s national leaders for a brief moment reattempted 
to impose Hindi as the, national language on all states. Many states reacted 
negatively, but Tamil Nadu reacted the most violently. Well mobilized to 
confront precisely such national policy shifts, language riots broke out all 
over the state. Several students burned themselves to death, protesting the 
moves of the national government. For another brief spell, the national 
government used a heavy coercive hand to deal with protests'. As matters 
got worse, the national government backtracked, conceding the principle 
that regional languages, such as Tamil, were ‘co-equal’ to the two national 
languages, namely Hindi and English. This represented a major victory for 
the DMK- Enjoying considerable popularity, the party ousted the Congiess 
from power within Tamil Nadu in the 1967 elections. Since then, the 
Congress has not returned to power in that state. 

The rise and consolidation of power by the DMK had a profound impact 
on Tamil Nadu’s politics. The highest leadership posts in the state slipped 
out of the hands of Brahmins and went to the educated elite of the non 
Brahmin castes. The intennediate and local leadership more accurately 
reflected the real power base of the DM.K — the intermediate castes. Many 
of them gained access to more power and resources. As the DMK settled 
down to rule, the predictable happened. Over time, the DMK lost much ot 
Its self-determination, its anti-centre militancy, as well as its commitment 
to socio-economic reforms. The reasons for that deradicalization in Tamil 
Nadu were the same as elsewhere. Once national leaders made important 
concessions, though within firm limits, and the DMK achieved its major 
goal of securing increased power, realpolitik concerns took over, and 
mobilizing ideologies slowly lost their relevance for guiding governmental 
actions. Ethnic nationalism slowly declined, following the inverse U-cui ve 
discussed above. 

Sikh Nationalism 

Punjab is one of India’s most prosperous states — the home of the green 
revolution — and Sikhs constitute about half of its population (the other 
half being Hindus). Sikh nationalism was a powerful political force in the 
state throughout the 1980s, with the demands of Sikh groups varying from 
greater political and economic control within the Indian federation to 
secession from India and the creation of a sovereign state, Khalistan. The 
national government under Indira Gandhi, especially during the 1980s, was 
not only not accommodating, but actively sought to divide and rule the 
Sikhs. The strategy backfired: some Sikh groups turned sharply militant 
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and the central state, in turn, responded with considerable force 
Conveniently situated on the border with Pakistan, Punjab’s militant Sikhs 
were able to secure arms and support from that neighbouring nation 
Militant nationalists and a repressive state thus confronted each other in a 
VICIOUS cycle of growing violence. Political violence took a hefty toll 
throughout the 1980s — nearly 1000 people died every year — peaking in 
1990 when some 4000 people were killed. Since then, however, the situation 
has changed. Brutal state repression ‘succeeded’ in eliminating many of 
the militants. A more politically flexible Rao allowed state-level elections 
in Punjab in the early 1990s., As an elected government settled down to 
rule, an exhausted state went back to work, and both militancy and state 
repression fell into the backgi'ound. During 1993, only 73 people died in 
political violence, while, over the last few years, capital investments in 
Punj ab have grown dram ati cally. 

The underlying ‘story’ behind the rise and decline of Sikh nationalism 
IS complex and cannot satisfactorily be retold here (for details, see Brass 
1 990). What follows, therefore, is only a bare bones account. The Sikhs are 
a religious group, concentrated mainly in the Indian state of Punjab. Sikh 
men are distinctive in that they have religiously prescribed long hair and 
wear turbans. Sikhs and Hindus lived side by side peacefully for several 
centuries. Like the Hindus — Sikhism was initially derived from Hinduism 
m the late medieval period— -Sikhs are internally differentiated along caste- 
like groups. Most Sikhs are relatively prosperous agriculturalists ; a sizable 
minority are urban traders and entrepreneurs. Until recently, intermarriage 
between these groups and their Hindu counterparts was common in Punjab 
Sikhs also have their own version of ‘untouchables’, equivalent to the lowest 
Hindu castes that generally tend to be landless and very poor. 

Prior to the political turmoil that arose in the 1980s, caste and 
community divisions in Punjab had given rise to easily identifiable political 
divisions. In the past, the Hindus generally supported the Congress party, 
though a significant minority had also been loyal to a Hindu nationalist 
party. The Akali Dal, by contrast, had consistently counted on the Sikh 
vote, but had seldom succeeded in mobilizing all llie Sikhs as an ethnic 
political bloc. Given internal divisions among Sikhs, the Congress was 
often in a position during the 1960s and 1970s to form a government in 
Punjab with the help of Hindus and asignificant Sikh minority. The Akahs, 
by contrast, could only form a coalition government, and that only with a 
seemingly unlikely partner: the pro-Hindu party. These basic political and 
community divisions provide the essential background for understanding 
the intensified political activities of die Sikhs during the 1980s. Akah 
militancy was aimed at mobilizing as many Sikhs as possible around a 
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platform of Sikh nationalism. The analytical ^ssue *5 why did such fa rly 
normal political ambitions generate so much chaos and turmoil? 

The Akali Dal as a political party has always exhibited a mixture of 
religious fervour and hard-nosed political realism aimed at capturing power 
Since it is mainly a Sikh party, it has always had a close relationship with 
Sikh religious organizations. The Sikh political elite, thus periodically 
utilizes religious organizations to influence the political behaviour of the 
laity. Over the years, the Akaiis have been in and out of power. They first 
came to power in 1 966 when they spearheaded a successful movement for 
a separate ‘Punjabi Suba’ {or the land where Punjabi is spoken), and the 
current boundaries of the state of Punjab were drawn. Given the electoral 
arithmetic, however, the power position of the Akaiis was never secuie 
Sikhs barely constituted a majority in the state and Congress party leaders 
consistently sought to draw away part of the Sikh vote through one 
machination or another. Unlike Tamil Nadu, therefore, where Tamil 
nationalists came to power around the same time, consolidated their hold, 
and settled on a slow but steady road towards deradicalization, Akaiis in 
Punjab have consistently needed to whip up religious and nationalist issues 
that would keep Sikhs politically united . 

During the early 1970s, as Indira Gandhi’s popularity grew across India, 
Congress party leaders in Punjab undertook aggressive efforts to divide 
Sikhs and to consolidate their own hold over state politics. A threatened 
Akali Dal had little choice but to raise the ante; they started demanding 
even greater control over the affairs of Sikhs, coming closer and clo,ser in 
their formal statements to demanding a sovereign state for the Sikhs that 
they could control. Indira Gandhi countered with a combination of le- 
pression — labelling secessionists as seditious — and further attempts to divide 
Sikhs. During the ‘Emergency’ many Sikh leaders were imprisoned. Wlren 
Indira Gandhi returned to power in 1 980 and another round of elections was 
held in the Punjab, Congress won a clear majority, with the Akaiis secunng 
only 27 percent of the popular vote. Congress leaders considered themselves 
the legitimate, elected rulers. The Akaiis, by contrast, viewed Punjab as ‘their 
state, which they ought to control. The Akaiis, cornered in their own state, 
decided they had to fight for their political life. Much of what followed — 
some of it anticipated but most of it not — makes sense mainly from this 
retrospective logic of competitive mobilization. 

The battle lines were drawn, Indira Gandhi had popular support. She 
decided to use her position of advantage to launch a political offensive and 
consolidate her position vw-d- vis the Akaiis. If she could use Sikh militants 
to split the ranks of the Akaiis still further between the moderates and the 
extremists, victory would be hers. And this is precisely what she attempted 
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The Akali Dal possessed another set of political resources, however, whose 
efficacy Indira Gandhi apparently underestimated. Close as they were to 
the Sikh religious organizations, the Akalis could still organize around the 
issue of Sikh nationalism like no other party in the Punjab. The chain of 
Sikh gurudwaras, moreover, provided aready organizational network with 
money, personnel, and the proven ability to sway opinion. A populist, 
centralizing, and unaccommodating central leader, Indira Gandhi, thus 
came to be pitted against the Akali Dal, a regional party with considerable 
potential to mobilize the forces of religious nationalism. 

Both Indira Gandhi and the Akalis assembled militant forces for political 
ends. In retrospect, it is clear that over the next several years, the militancy 
led to civil disorder that took on apolitical life of its own, and increasingly 
went out of the control of both the Akalis and the national government 
Whether that was simply not foreseen or was brazenly ignored under the 
short-term pressure to seize political advantage may never be knowti- 

What we do know is that, once mobilized, Sikh militants verj' quickly 
gained political advantage over moderate Sikh leaders. If the political aim 
was indeed to create Khalistan, a separate Sikh state, then moderate Sikh 
leaders had little to conhibute cowards achieving such ends. For most 
moderate Akalis, a move towards secession was mainly a political ploy 
Having shifted the political discourse in that direction, however, any and 
all efforts to work with New Delhi simply undermined the legitimacy of 
this moderate leadership; nonnal politics made the moderates look like 
opportunists not worthy of the mantle of leadership. Instead, true believers 
became heroes of the day and gained public sympathy. Flush with arms 
that often came from Afghanistan via Pakistan, Sikh militants then 
unleashed a holy war aimed at establishing a sovereign Sikh state. Indira 
Gandhi countered with increasing governmental repression. As a cycle of 
militancy and repression set in, Punjab, one of India’s most prosperous 
states, became engulfed in violence for a decade. 

There were at least two important occasions during the 1980s when 
Congress and Sikh moderates came close to a compromise. Among the 
demands of Akalis were a number of concrete ‘bread and butter issues 
that fell well short of secession; control overriver waters, the capital city 
of Punjab, and agricultural subsidies. From 1982 to 1984, Indira Gandhi 
refused these compromises, lest she be viewed nationally as appeasing 
minorities. This weakened Sikh moderates and privileged those who wanted 
to use more militant tactics. A second and more important occasion arose 
when Rajiv Gandhi came to power in 1985. Flushed with victory and 
committed to resolving the Punjab conflict, Rajiv offered broad 
compromises to the Akalis. The results were dramatic. Elections were held 
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in the state, the AkaUs came to power, and political vmlence came down 
sharply during 1985. Unfortunately, all this was short-lived. Very quickly 
Rajiv Gandhi found it impossible to implement the compromises he had 
offered to the Akali leaders. While the details are complex, the major 
obstacle to implementation was Rajiv’s own growing political vulnerability 
as his popularity declined, beginning sometime in 1986, he was increasingly 
pressed within his own party to not make any ‘further’ concessions to 
minorities. Once it became clear that concessions from Delhi were more 
apparent than real, the position of the elected Akali leaders was again 
undermined, and the cycle of militancy and repression recurred. 

Had India been a weaker state during this period, it is conceivable that 
Sikh secessionists would have succeeded in establishing yet another state 
on the subcontinent. As it was, however, even though its political 
institutions had weakened considerably over the last few decades, India 
remained a relatively well-established state. The national legitimacy of 
elected leaders, an effective civil and police bureaucracy and, most 
important, loyal armed forces are critical components of this state and 
were all utilized — brute force, in particular — to contain and repress Sikh 
militants. Over time, the militants also became marginalized as they lost 
popular support. Repression and political marginalization led to a dwindling 
number of Sikh militants undertaking violent acts in order to accomplish 
secessionist goals. 

Rao finally called elections in the Punjab in 1992. The Akalis boycotted 
the election, and a Congress government led by a Sikh chief minister came 
to power. When municipal elections were called later, even the Akalis joined 
in. For now, therefore, the militancy and repression of the 1980s has receded 
into the background. 

To sum up, Sikh nationalism in Punjab also traversed the inverse U- 
curve discussed above, but the top of tlie curve turned out to be like a 
plateau. Among the important underlying contrasts with the earlier Tamil 
movement were the different approaches of Nehru and Indira Gandhi: Nehru 
was accommodating and Indira was not, Of course, there were other factors 
at work: Tamils totally dominate Tamil Nadu, whereas the Sikhs constitute 
only half of Punjab’s population; Tamils are a linguistic group, whereas 
Sikhs are a religious group, and, given the close marriage of politics and 
religion in Sikhism, Sikh religion probably provides a more encompassing 
identity than does . attachment to a language; the threat posed by rapidaocio- 
economic change in Punjab to Sikhism as a religious community was more 
serious than that to the linguistically defined community of Tamils; and 
Tamils did not have as easy an access to arms and across-the-border 
sanctuaries as did Sikh militants, AH of these factors played some role, but 
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Ever since India and Pakistan emerged as sovereign states in 1947 
Kashmir has been a focus of dispute. A.s a Muslim-majority state that was 
contiguous with Pakistan, Kashmir, arguably, should have become a part 
of Pakistan. The Hindu head of the Kashmiri state instead chose to join 
India. Pakistan contested the ‘legality’ of this decision and, as often happens 
in interstate relations, it was not legality but might that determined what 
was right. A large part of Kashmir was incorporated into India and India 
and Pakistan have fought two wars over the issue. What is important for 
our analytical purposes is that, in spite of these international problems, 
for much of this period — say 1950 to 1980 — ethnic nationalism in Kashmir 
remained relatively mild. Tire memory and stories of ethnic injustices, 
however, were probably kept alive. Kashmir was accorded a ‘special status 
within the Indian constitution, giving it considerable autonomy within 
India’s federal system; India’s central government also provided a 
substantial financial subsidy to facilitate the ‘economic development’ of 
Kashmir. This seemed to have done the ‘trick.’ While both New Delhi 
and Kashmiri, especially Muslim, leaders viewed each other with suspicion 
a working arrangement of sorts operated well into the early 1980s. 

Several new factors came into play in the early 1980s. As discussed 
above, the Indian polity as a whole was by now relatively more turbulent 
Old nationalist institutions like the Congress party were in decline. A whole 
new post-nationalist generation demanded a greater share of political and 
economic resources. In her post-populist phase in the early 1980s, Indira 
Gandhi increasingly flirted with pro-Hindu themes to recreate a new 
national electoral coalition. This strategy did not bode well for states with 
considerable non-Hindu populations, such Punjab and Kashmir. Given 
her ccntraUzing and unaccommodating instincts, moreover, states like 
Kashmir came under increasing political pressure. 

Kashmir’s ‘founding father’ and much revered leader. Sheikh Abdullah, 
died in 1982. His son Farooq Abdullah moved into the resulting political 
vacuum, both as leader of the state’s main non-Congress political party 
the National Conference, and as head of the state government. State-level 
elections in 1983 turned out to be quite important. Farooq successfully 
campaigned on an anti-Congress, anti-Delhi, pro-Kashmiri autonomy 
platform. The campaign caught the imagination of a large majority 
especially Kashmir’s Muslim majority. Indira Gandlti herself campaigned 
in Kashmir on behalf of the state Congress party, often appealing to the 
fears of the Jammu Hindus. Communal polarization, while hardly new to 
Kashmir, grew under increasing sponsorship by the competing elites 
Farooq’s platform was well short of secessionist demands; nevertheless his 
emphasis on regional autonomy for Kashmir turned out to be very popular 
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propelling the National Conference to a handsome electoral victory over 
the Congress. 

Far-ooq had to ti'ead a thin line between emphasizing Kashmiri autonomy 
on the one hand and not appearing as an anti-national, Muslim Kashmin 
secessionist on the other. In order to bolster this precarious position, he 
joined hands with other non-Congress heads of state governments. Hoping 
to be perceived as one of the many members of the ‘loyal opposition’, 
Farooq hosted a well-publicized conference in Kashmir of major opposition 
leaders. Unfortunately this was precisely the type of move that threatened 
Indira Gandhi. With the intention of clipping Farooq’s growing political 
wings, she appointed Jagmohan, a close and tough personal aide, to be 
Kashmir’s governor. Jagmohan, in turn, initiated a series of machinations 
whereby a number of National Conference legislators defected to the 
Congress, threatening Farooq’s position. Finally, in 1984, Jagmohan 
dismissed Farooq as Kashmir’s chief minister by claiming, without proof 
that Farooq had lost the support of a majority in the legislature. 

Farooqls dismissal — very much apart of an all-India pattern woven by 
a threatened Indira Gandhi, bent on centralizing and weakening India’s 
federal institutions — turned out to be acritical turhing point. While public 
opinion data is not available, it appears that the dismissal sent a strong 
message — especially to Kashmiri Muslims — that their democratic and 
legitimate efforts to create greater political spaces within India may well 
be thwarted:'* This growing alienation of Muslims, particularly urban youth, 
was strengthened by ensuing political events. As the 1987 state elections 
approached (Indira Gandhi was by now dead and her son Rajiv was prime 
minister), Farooq Abdullah, both politically pressed and sufficiently 
opportunistic, formed an electoral alliance with the Congress party. This 
seemingly innocuous electoral opportunism had the profound impact of 
eliminating any major democratic outlet for Kashmiri Muslims who sought 
greater autonomy from Delhi. A number of Muslim groups hurriedly came 
together under an umbrella organization, the Muslim United Front. They, 
in turn, mobilized the urban youth and grew in popularity. The elections 
themselves and their aftermath turned out to be bitter; mobilized and angry 
youth were confronted, even assaulted, by security forces. Further alienated, 
some went across the border to Pakistan, where they were trained as 
militants; they returned armed with Kalishnikovs. The National Front- 
Congress alliance victory at the polls were met with widespread charges of 

* See, for example, the essays by George Fernandes (a well-known Indian political 
leader who directly participated in Kashmiri affairs) and Riyaz Punjabi (a Kashmtri 
professor who lived through these events) in Thomas ( 1992). 
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electoral fraud. Whatever the reality, Kashmir was engulfed by a serious 
legitimacy crisis. 

Meanwhile the Soviet Union intervened in Afghanistan the United States 
again armed Pakistan; and Pakistani rulers regained the sense of confidence 
vis-a-vis India that they had lost after the 197 1 war. There is ample evidence 
to indicate that Pakistan trained alienated Muslim youths from Kashmir 
and provided them arms and resources. Even when the Pakistani government 
was not directly involved, India’s hostile neighbour became both a staging 
ground and a sanctuary for Kashmiri militants. It is estimated that, to date, 
several thousand Kashmiris have been trained in Pakistan,^ 

Following the 1987 elections, Kashmiri Muslims, especially those m 
the valley (Muslims in Jammu tend to be ethnically distinct), confronted 
governments in Kashmir and in New Delhi simultaneously as hostile 
parties. Kashmiri militants and security forces increasingly met each other 
in a growing cycle of militancy and repression. The occurrence of human 
rights abuses must have further alienated the Muslim population. When 
elections were called again in 1989, militant groups boycotted them quite 
successfully. The more the democratic political process lost its meaning, 
the more a full-scale insurgency came to be unleashed. 

Factionalism among Islamic militants has also increasingly come to the 
fore. The Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) — an immensely 
popular and nominally secular group under Muslim leadershipi — argues foi a 
sovereign state of Kashmir, including the part of Kashmir controlled by 
Pakistan. The Hizbul Mujahideen ai‘e modelled after the Mujahids m 
Afghanistan and demand the accession of Kashmir to Pakistan. Although 
less popular than the JKLF, the Mujahideen receive more support from 
Pakistan and are better trained and armed. The popular JKLF faces the 
enormous obstacle that neither India nor Pakistan supports the idea of a 
sovereign state of Kashmir. In contrast, the militant Mujahideen, though a 
potent armed force, are politically not so popular. With increasing Hindu 
migration out of the Kashmir valley, the struggle has come to be regarded as 
one of Kashmiri Muslims versus India. Most Kashmiri Muslims, however, 
want a sovereign state; they do not want to join Pakistan. Apart from the tact 
that neither India nor Pakistan favours such an outcome, Kashmiri Muslims 
face another major hurdle: there are nearly 100 million Muslims in India of 
which Kashmiri Muslims constitute only about 5 per cent. 

^George Fernandes in 1990 estimated this figure to be in the range of 3000 to 5000 
Since in his former capacity as India’s Minister for Internal Affairs (Janata Dal 
government, 1 989), he had access to all of Indian and other intelligence services data 
and since this estimate was provided in a public lecture at Harvard University, one is 
inclined to give some credence to these estimates. See Thomas ( 1 992: 2S9). 
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flared up primarily in Kashmir (and not in other parts of India) and why 
mainly in the 1980s and 1990s. 

A second answer would focus on the role of Pakistan in the Kashmir 
crisis . One could argue that unlike in Tamil Nadu and even more so than m 
Punjab, Pakistan’s continuing involvement in Kashmir has prolonged the 
conflict. While I have not emphasized this explanation, such an argument 
is compatible with the thesis of this essay in so far as the logic of the 
argument developed here is essentially political: ethnic movements m 
developing country democracies constitute a political process whereby the 
central state and mobilized groups discover their relative power balances 
Intervention by an external actor affects the balancing process^ at least 
prolonging, if not altering, the overall trajectory. 

Finally, the simplest answer and one that is most readily compatible 
with this essay’s thesis is that it is still too early to predict how the Kashmir 
crisis will end; if Pakistan’s role diminishes and if the United Front 
government maintains a firm but flexible set of policies — that is if following 
tlie state elections it grants the promise of ‘maximum autonomy’ within tlie 
Indian federation — ethnic conflict in Kashmir may well decline over the 
next few years. 

The argument of this chapter ought not to be taken too literally. It merely 
suggests that in an established multicultural democracy in tlte developing 
world, ethnic conflicts will come and go. Well, of course! The real message 
of the essay is thus not so much its literal interpretation but rather some of 
the implications that flow from it. In conclusion, therefore, I w'ish to spell 
out a few of these implications. 

The first set of implications concerns analytical issues. Indian material 
suggests that ethnic conflicts are best thought of as pow'er conflicts. Ethnic 
conflicts are thus a subset of the larger set of political conflicts that include 
conflicts along class, caste, or party lines that are characteristic of the 
political landscape of developing country democracies. W'hile one can 
readily emphasize the distinctiveness of ethnic from other types of political 
conflicts, there are also certain similarities: mobilized ethnic groups, like 
other mobilized groups, seek greater power and control, either as an end 
m itself or as a means to secure other valued resources. Such a perspective, 
in turn, also suggests what ethnic conflicts are not: they are not inevitable 
expressions of deep-rooted differences; they are not anomic responses to 
the ‘disequilibrium’ generated by ‘modernization’; and, while ethnic 
identities are indeed contingent, the process of identity formation and 
ethnic conflict is also not so indeterminate as to defy a causal, generalizing 
analysis. 

If ethnic conflicts are mainly power conflicts then how power is 
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qualified ’yes'.' It is ironical that democracy and democratization m a 
developing country setting first encourages the emergence of ethnic 
demands. A well-institutionalized state can put some limits on how far 
these demands may go. Of course, if the state itself is not well 
institutionalized, then democracy and multiethnic competition spell great 
political problems; that constitutes a set of cases not discussed here. Given 
an institutionalized state, however, if some of these demands are not 
accommodated, the sense of exclusion and injustice may well turn 
demanding groups towai'ds militancy. That is why democratic leaders with 
inclusionary, accommodating ruling strategies fare better at dealing with 
ethnic conflicts. In sum, democracy in a developing country setting both 
encourages ethnic conflict and, under specific circumstances, provides a 
framework for its accommodation. 


’ An important book that after a great deal of valuable empirical work reaches a 
conclusion that, though not identical, is broadly consistent with, this conclusion is 
Horowitz (1985) 


Religion, Reservations and Riots: 

The Politics of Ethnic Violence in India 

SUNJTA PaRIKH 


In recent years the worldwide incidence of violent conflict within and 
across states has appeared to grow rather than diminish, and both lay 
observers and scholars have been quick to attribute the increase to 
‘primordial’ identities. From the former Soviet Union and the former 
Yugoslavia to Rwanda, old ethnic, religious, and nationalist attachments 
are said to be reemerging after decades of internal quiescence or repression 
iiom above, and they have been blamed for causing violent conflicts that 
have led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people. As a 
consequence, ethnicity as a causal variable has once again been thrust 
into the limelight both in popular political debate and in academic 
scholarship in the social sciences. 

Among countries in which ethnicity has been considered to be resurgent, 
India occupies a special place. Despite the bloody nature of the partition 
of British India into independent India and Pakistan, the country has often 
been hailed as an exemplar of how diverse religions, nationalities, and 
ethnicities can coexist in one political unit. Nehru and the Congress party 
consistently asserted their vision of a secular, tolerant India in which inaiiy 
cultures would be welcomed but none would dominate. Since the earty 
1980s, however, this vision of India has increasingly come under siege in 
terms of both rhetoric and reality. The rise of extremist separatist 
movements in Punjab and Assam in the early 1980s were amongst the 
early challenges to central government authority, but since then conflicts 
have broken out across India and have been attributed to religious, 
nationalist, and caste identities. 

This chapter is part of a larger project in which I examine two sets of 
conflicts in India and ask the question, were these conflicts caused fay the 
caste and religious factors to which they have been ascribed, or were other 
forces at work as well? The cases being analysed are the 1990 riots over 
the V. P. Singh government’s decision to implement affirmative action at 
the national level for middle castes, and the 1992 riots sparked off by the 
aemolition of a mosque in Ayodhya, in north India. 

In this chapter I draw on evidence from four states: Bihar, Delhi, Gujarat, 
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emot,onal or psycholog-cal attachmeints rather tlian a method of ach ev ng 
rational or instrumental goals. At the same time, some riots are difficult to 
attribute to affective attachments alone. It has been said that no spontaneous 
riot lasts more than thi'ee days; after that people get tired, go home, resume 
their responsibilities. In the 1990 and 1992 riots, I contend that while 
religious or caste feelings may well have provided the impetus to riot 
sustained violence can only be explained through the analysis of 
institutional, especially political, factors- 


MANDAL AND MANDIR 

Mandal 

The 1990 riots are usually referred to as the Manda! riots. They derive 
their name from the commission that recommended the impiementation 
of affirmative action (known in India as ‘reservations’) at the national 
level for middle castes, or ‘Other Backward Classes’ (OBCs) as they aie 
called in the Indian constitution. The Mandal Commission and its report 
were not new to the political landscape; indeed, the report had been 
delivered in 1980 and had eventually gone out of print since no government 
action was taken. This neglect was due primarily to the potentially explosive 
issues raised by reservation policies in general and the difficulties, of 
implementing such policy at the national level in particular. 

Affirmative action and quotas in the form of reserved seats have existed 
at the national and regional levels for untouchables, or scheduled castes 
since before India attained Independence. Reservations for schedulefl 
castes have historically not been the most controversial or problematic 
the percentage of places reserved in education and government employment 
is set at the state level according to the percentage of scheduled castes m 
each state. These reservations have several political advantages. They were 
agreed upon in a famous compromise in 1932 between Mahatma Gandhi 
and the B. R. Ambedkar, leader of the Depressed Classes^ in a document 
called the Poona Pact and then written into the Indian constitution, so 
their legitimacy is rarely questioned. They signal the government s 
commitment to scheduled caste concerns, but they do not cause much 
antagonism on the part of other Indians because the full quota of 
reservations is almost never utilized, so competition over scarce resources 
is rarely a problem. 

Reservations for OBCs are more problematic. Southern Indian states 
which have tiny upper caste populations, almost no middle castes, and vast 
numbers of low castes, instituted state-level reservations well before 
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Independence and have continued them into the present. But greater 
difficulties arise in northern and western India, where there is no analogous 
history of elite Brahmin domination and where there are large numbers of 
aspiring middle castes who are too high to be considered OBC.s but who 
perceive their economic, social, and political position to be inferio'' to 
that of the highest castes. As a result, the extension of reservations lO 
OBCs in these states has regularly been challenged by the other castes 

Under Nehru’s Congress this potential conflict was avoided by refusing 
to consider OBC reservations in northern and western India. The cential 
government had briefly debated OBC reservations at the national level in 
the 1950s, but Parliament soon tabled the discussion when it became clear 
that there were extremely volatile issues involved. B ut after Nehru’s death 
and the untimely death of his successor, L. B. Shastri, the situation changed 
The Congress party old guard had attempted to continue their nearly 
complete domination of Indian politics by choosing as their ne.xt Prime 
Minister Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, on whose lineage they hoped 
to capitalize and whose inexperience they mistook for acquiescence. By 
the end of the 1960s Mrs Gandhi had broken away and was heading her 
own Congress party I faction, and she swept the Parliamentary and state 
elections of 1971 . During the campaign she directly appealed to the low 
caste and scheduled caste vote and made reservation policy part of her 
election manifesto. 

However, while new Congress-I governments in northern and western 
states such as Guj arat and Madhya Pradesh began to appoint commissions 
to establish OBC reservations, the federal government continued to lag 
behind. Regional variations, the difficulty of compiling a national list of 
OBCs, and the political problems inherent in pushing a national policy 
combined to keep Congress from actively pursuing their implementation 
in national-level educational and employment opportunities. In 1977 the 
Janata Party, which had defeated the Congress-I after India’s experience 
with the Emergency, in trying to expand its elite electoral base and capture 
some of Congress’ support, established the Mandal Commission. By the 
time the Commission reported back to the government in 1980, Indira 
Gandhi's party, popularly called Congress-I, had been returned to power 

By 1 990 the Mandal report had been languishing for ten years. Because 
of Its symbolic and practical importance to the critical middle caste vote 
blocs, every major political party acknowledged its existence, and.almost 
ail party platfoims supported its implementation. But it was in no party’s 
interest to antagonize its equally significant high caste vote blocs by 
carrying out this promise, and therefore a gentleman’s agreement had 
apparently been established according to which everyone supported 
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Manda! in theoiy and ignored it in practice. It was broi-en cri Aiigost 1 990 
when Prime Minister, V. P. Singh announced that his government would 
actually implement the policy, 

V. P. Singh came to power in 1989 after Rajiv Gandhi’s Concrress 
government was defeated in the national elections. Singh’s Janata Dai 
party did not command a majority, but he was able to gain support ftom 
the Hindu-nationalist BJP and form a government. His majority, however 
was still slim, and it was dependent within his N ational From coalition on 
the continued cooperation of ambitious regional political leaders who haa 
previously led smaller parties of their own. Singh’s initial decision to 
implement the long dormant Mandal Commission recommendations was 
almost certainly motivated by the loss of Devi Lai, an important north 
Indian leader who commanded strong voter support. '■ 

Devi Lai brought into the National Front a critical and highly coveted 
vote bloc; lower caste small-scale fanners in north India, He had been a 
difficult coalition partner, because he had Prime Ministerial aspirations 
himself. But he was necessary because of hi$ demonstrated ability to deliver 
his vote banks. When Devi Lai defected, there was no leader, either within 
the National Front or outside the party who could be coopted, and who 
could take his place. V. P. Singh himself was an aristocratic north Indian 
who commanded respect but lacked the persona! appeal or background 
ctoacteristics that might appeal to Devi Lai’s constituency, Implementation 
of the Mandal Commission report offered a concrete way to demonstrate 
his commitment to that electoral group.^ 

were no initial indications that V. P. Singh’s decision would 
precipitate a majorcrisis for die government and for the country. All major 
parties had consistently included support for the Mandal Commission 
recommendations on their platforms, so the Prime Minister may not have 
anticipated the political firestorm that erupted after he announced on 7 
August 1990 that the government would immediately begin implementing 
the Mandal recommendations on OBC reservations. However, the reactions 
^ross northern India were unprecedented in their scope and intensity 
ihe initial violence, which began in Bihar, was not totally unexpected 
given. Bihar’s history of violent response to previous attempt.? to extend 
reservauon policies. But conflict spread from Orissa in the east to western 
Uttar Pradesh and into New Delhi. And in addition to riots and destruction 
Of property, which had occurred in similar circumstances before, it also 
took uncommon forms, including mass student strikes and acts of self- 

^ Interview with Sitaram Kesri, New Delhi, December 1992. 

- India Today , I September 1990. 
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immdlatioin. These protests, which continued for over two months, severely 
undermined the strength and credibility of the government and contributed 
to sts fall later in the year,^ 

The other members of the coalition government, notably the BJP and 
members of Singh’s own party, were in an awkward position. They could 
not denounce the idea of OBC reservations because they all depended on 
the vast OBC vote and they all supported implementation of the Mandal 
recommendations in their platforms. So they were left with various 
contradictory responses. Rajiv Gandhi condemned Singh's .action m 
Parliament but the Congress party as a whole failed to repudiate it. The 
BJP contended that Singh had not consulted with them before making 
such an important policy decision and therefore while they did not disagree 
with the principle of OBC reservations they opposed the specific instance 
and the way the policy had been chosen. Individual political and other 
cntics drew on expert opinion and argued that while^omc OBC reservations 
might be acceptable, the specific recommendations of the Mandal 
Commission were flawed because the data gathering techniques and data 
analysis were not up to social science standards; therefore there should be 
no implementation.'* 

In the face of sustained protests and strikes by students within the capital 
city, V. P. Singh withdrew the plan for implementation of OBC reservations 
in higher education and limited them to central government employment 
This concession was not enough to bring the unrest to an end, however 
and the tenor of the conflict took on a horrifying new aspect as teenagers 
and college students began to burn themselves alive and cited the Mandal 
policy as their motivation. The extent to which Mandal was the true reason 
for their actions is debatable, but the connection was widely accepted At 
the same time the Indian press, which is arguably the best in the developing 
world, continued its unrelenting opposition to V. P. Singh’s actions. 

Finally the BJP, which had been particularly outraged by V, P. Singh’s 
policy decision, retaliated. Perceiving the Mandal policy as cutting across 
its own attempt to unite Hindus regardless of caste, the party sought to 
mend the caste cleavages it had revealed. The BJP announced that it would 
make the demolition of a mosque at Ayodhya, in UP, a major priority 
There had been periodic conflicts between Muslims and Hindus over the 
legitimacy of the mosque, and it was contended that a Hindu temple had 
been destroyed in order to build the mosque. That the supposed destruction 
had taken place hundreds of years ago carried little weight with militant 

^ India Today , 15 November 1990, 

India Today , 15 September 1990. 
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Hindus, they contended that the sde was holy for Hindus and therefore 
must be reclaimed. The additional conflict generated by this new crisis 
proved to be too much for the frail National Front government. Bereft of 
BJP support, Janata Dal was unable to hold its coalition together, and V 
P. Singh lost a no-confidence vote in Parliament. He was replaced by a 
former ally, Chandra Sekhar, who had led 60 Janata Dal MPs in a 
breakaway and who made a pact witlt Rajiv Gandhi's Congress party so 
th.at he could achieve his ultimate goal: to be Prime Minister. Meanv/hile 
the Mandai policy was put before the Supreme Court which could rule as 
India Today noted at the time, in a matter of months or a matter of years ^ 

An intriguing aspect of this controversy, which contributed to the fall 
of the V. P. Singh government, is that the majority of Indian public opinion 
supported implementation of the Mandai report. The influential 
newsmagazine India Today was vehemently opposed to the report, the 
Commission, and the government actions — indeed, its reporting dm mg 
the crisis editorialized blatantly — but its own polls showed that the Indian 
public was, on balance, supportive.® V. P. Singh’s problem was that he 
needed more than a simple majority, he needed that majority to be 
composed of a stable and internally consistent coalition of interests. He 
undoubtedly failed to gauge the depth of hostility of high and middle caste 
groups to the extension of OBC reservations to central government level 
a hostility that made the policy of enormous importance to them. Given 
this animosity, no party could afford to support his actions, even though 
they could not afford to condemn them too vigorously either. 

The results of this process are ironic. The controversy over the Mandai 
report helped to bring down V. P. Singh’s government, but the Supreme 
Court upheld the report’s constitutionality in November 1992. The party 
in power at that point was Congress, and Piime Minister Narasimha Rao 
announced that he would abide by the Court’s decision and begm 
implementation as soon as it was practicable. Neither the Court’s verdict 
nor the Congress party’s announcement of its intention to comply set ott 
much conflict; there were a few scattered attempts at protest, but these 
soon fizzled out. Perhaps the opponents were tired, perhaps they were 
deflated by the Court’s strong endorsement of the report, or perhaps their 
attention was focused on the religious tensions that had arisen between 
1990 and 1992. These tensions centred primarily around the legitimacy of 
an old, decrepit and little used mosque in the north Indian town of Ayodhya 
which is reputed to be the birthplace of the Hindu god Ram. 

^ Ibid. 

“ Ibid. 
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Mandir 

Hmdu-Muslim conflict is hardly a new fonn of violence in India. Scholars 
debate how much of the recent conflict is generated by the two communities 
and how much was brought about by British policies during the colonial 
period (Ludden 1996, Singh A.I. 1987). But however blame is assigned 
there is no question that the differences between Hindu and Muslim 
interests, at least at the elite level, were thrown into sharp relief during the 
Independence movement, especially in the final years. The culmination 
ol these conflicts in the horrors of the Partition of India and the creation of 
Pakistan, when hundreds of thousands of Hindus and Muslims were killed, 
sometimes in barbarous ways, is a vivid memory for Indians of both 
religions, and its ramifications continued after the event. For many Indian 
Muslims, the creation of Pakistan drastically reduced their power in India 
and effectively entrenched them in a dependent position. For many Hindus 
the creation of Pakistan left a lingering suspicion that Indian Muslims 
were more attached to Pakistan than to India. 

In the two decades that followed Partition, the determinedly secular 
approach of Nehru dominated both national and Congress party politics 
The repercussions of Partition lingered, especially for Muslims: for 
example while language, region, and even caste were acceptable identities 
around which to mobilize, religion was not. As a result, disadvantaged 
Muslims were often unable to demand compensatory treatment along the 
lines obtained by other disadvantaged groups because they could not use 
their religious identity as a mobilizing tool. But by the same token, Hindu 
nationalism could not be used as a justification for mobilization and 
strongly nationalist Hindu groups such as the RSS were even banned for a 
time. The association of Mahatma Gandhi’s assassin with the RSS led in 
large part to its ban for a number of years and cast a shadow over Hindu 
nationalism more generally. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, the suppression of Hindu nationalist sentiment 
seemed unproblematic to many Indians. Partition had rendered the Muslims 
who remained in India leaderless and disproportionately poor, while Hindus 
haa ‘won’. In practice, symbols of Muslim rights were probably protected 
to a greater extent than their Hindu counterparts, with religious law being 
a case in point ( Basu 1994, Hasan 1989). Within two decades Hindu 
family law had been largely secularized and Westernized, while Muslim 
family law remained traditional. 

For a time after Nehru’s death tlie secular orientation of the Congress 
party remained intact, but as the party splintered into different factions in 
the late 1960s each group looked for new ways to appeal to pre-existing 
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in Hindus and Muslims. While the English-language press deplored the 
demolition, many Hindus privately expressed a marked lack of regret and 
even outright approval. They saw Muslims as having received special 
privileges from political parties other than the BJP, especially from 
Congress, and they considered the BJP’s approach as an extreme but 
defensible response to these abuses. At first it was difficult to gauge the 
consequences for the BJP. It becomes relatively clear, however, that thev 
had condoned, through inaction, the initial efforts of some extremists who 
began the destruction, and this inaction had led the violence at Ayodhya 
to become more general. 

At present the BJP’s fortunes in particular and those of Hindu nationalist 
sentiment in general appear to be somewhat mixed. The BJP was, for the 
first time, asked to .fonn a government after the 1996 elections, but no 
major party would join it, which gives credence to observers who argue 
that secular nationalism is still alive and well in India. They won spectacular 
electoral victories in the prosperous western Indian states of Gujarat and 
Maharashtra in the March 1995 state assembly elections, winning out- 
right in the former and forming a coalition government, albiet as ‘junior’ 
partner, in the latter. The Maharashtra government, in which theBJP joined 
the Shiv Sena party that makes its own Hindu platfomn seem underpowered, 
is particularly frightening. At the same time, however, the BJP managed a 
short coalition with a low caste party in UP that did little but confirm 
critics’ suspicions that its ideological goals were less important than its 
pragmatic ambitions. It cannot be denied, nonetheless, that the BJP’s 
success has been matched by decreasing reticence on the part of Hindus 
to declare emphatically that India is a Hindu state, contrary to the early 
days of Independence when Nehru set the secular tone. 

In both Mandal and Mandir, the role of politics looms large. Specific 
decisions taken by , specific leaders in response to electoral or parly 
demands led to policies that erupted in controversy and violence 
Therefore, the institutional dimension of the conflict is not difficult to 
see. The collapse of Congress hegemony and the rise of authentic party 
competition made parties reach for policies that would solidify them 
constituent bases. At the same time, however, the changing perceptions 
of the Hindu and high and middle caste majorities are keys to 
understanding the increasing unpopularity of policies that might, twenty 
years ago, have been somewhat less problematic. The actual position of 
Hindus vis-d-vis Muslims has not worsened since party competition 
increased. But the inability of any party to take votes for granted (as 
well as some bad decisions at key moments by party .leaders) meant that 
parties pursued strategies that appeared to make Hindus feel that Muslims 
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were gaining power. Encouraged by BJP strategies, they struck back 

Changing attitudes towards caste politics are also dominated by the 
perception of threats, but the political ascendancy of middle and low 
castes is very real. In the early years of the Indian republic scheduled 
caste reservations could be accepted because they infringed so little on 
caste Hindus and their oppression had been so great. But the consistent 
extension of reservations to low castes all over India and the groups that 
M N. Srinivas has referred to, made dominant castes in the south upper, 
and especially middle castes, feel very squeezed. In particular, middle 
castes see high castes retaining their favoured positions while low castes 
get greater government protection than before. In an increasingly 
competitive environment with scarce resources, this is seen as a grave 
threat indeed, and the eagerness with which political parties court low 
caste vote banks exacerbates this sense of lost ground. 

The preceding discussion by focusing on how the events transpired at 
the national level, gives a misleading impression of homogeneity. As most 
observers of India are well aware, there are subnational exceptions to 
almost any statement made about India as a whole, and the Mandat and 
Mandir cases are no exception. Variations at the state level are critical for 
understanding both the success and failure of party strategies at the national 
level and the eventual form that policies can take. It is to these state-le-v e! 
experiences that I now turn. 

INCIDENTS OF VIOLENCE ACROSS INDIAN STATES 

In the larger project I examine patterns of political violence, specifically 
riots, across five Indian states and the former union territory (now state) 
of Delhi, the capital, to determine the extent to which riots which are 
attributed to caste and religious cleavages are in fact based on those issues 
I do not wish to engage in a debate over whether these attachments are 
essentially deep and affective or superficial and manipulated, as the 
extremes of the literature posit. It seems evident that they possess aspects 
of both. If these is.sues were not intrinsically salient then participation 
would be much more difficult to achieve, but it is also unlikely that conflict 
could spread quickly without considerable prior organization. At the same 
time, an explanation that relies on the primordial nature of these identities 
cannot explain the timing or the intensity of conflict, that is w'hy there is 
conflict in some places and not others, and why some events and not others 
trigger such conflict. 

The larger project seeks to provide a way to examine and ultimately 
explain the variation that can be observed in the development of both sets 
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of riots by focusing on several different areas within India. I compiled a 
list of states and localities that varied in two dimensions: level of violence 
in 1990 and 1992, and reasonable expectations of violence based on 
previous riots. I found several examples of areas that varied in these 
dimensions, some of which I had previously analysed in a project on the 
formulation and implementation of reservation policies in different parts 
of India. For the 1990 riots 1 selected the following states and localities 
for analysis; Gujarat (expected violence did not occur), Bihar (expected 
and occurred), Karnataka (not expected and not occurred), and the union 
territory of Delhi (with a different political structure than the states; not 
expected and occurred). I found that essentially the same states could be 
utilized to examine the Mandir riots as well. For 1992 the predictions 
were: Gujarat (expected and occurred), Bihar (expected and did not occur) 
Karnataka (not expected and occurred), and Delhi (expected and did not 
occur). 

The logic behind this research design is straightforward. These states 
vary on a number of variables relevant to the theories discussed above 
including economic and social conditions, political organization, level of 
violence in general, and religious and caste demographics. If we find that 
the variation in riots matches the variables of a particular theory, then our 
cases can provide support for that theory. Conversely, if the correlation 
fails to exist, then the theory seems unlikely to capture the factors behind 
the presence or absence of conflict. While I have compiled quantitative 
(crime, census and election data from 1970 to 1992) and qualitative 
(newspaper reports, interviews, local histories in selected districts of the 
three states) data for the larger study, here I provide an overview of events 
in three states — Gujarat, Bihar and Karnataka — and Delhi. 

EXAMINING THE EVIDENCE 
Gujarat 

Although Gujarat in western India, is the birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi 
and one of the cradles of the non-violence movement, it has had a history 
of both communal (religious) and caste-based violence. Riots were usually 
precipitated by religious festivals and involved Hindus and Muslims in 
the state’s largest city, Ahmedabad, and some of the secondary cities such 
as Baroda, But beginning in the 1980s, the state government’s imple- 
mentation of reservation policies for "Other Backward Classes’ (OECs) 
led to the political rise of low castes and the emergence of violence over 
reservations, with the most sustained riots taking place in 1981 and 1985 
These conflicts were sparked each time by the state.govemment’s decision 
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to extend reservations for OBCs. To try and force the government to reve-se 
Its decision, opponents of reservations took to the streets. 

It is sometimes difficult to categorize the motivations behind these riots 
because they undergo transformations as they develop. For example 
analyses of these riots by several scholars’ suggest that while the initial 
protests were about reservations, in both 1981 and 1985 the violence was 
sustained by other issues, especially religious tensions (Yagnik and Bhatt 
3984, Spodek 1987, Brass 1994, Kohli 1990b). One hypothesis put forward 
is that the sustained violence was fuelled by political entrepreneurs, vvho 
used the situation to develop political power and gain new' allies. A second 
conjecture is that Hindu-Muslim violence that grew out of the conflict 
over reservations was incited by political actors w'ho used the initial tension 
over reservations to rekindle dormant religious disputes. 

While it may be difficult to sort out single causes for specific instances 
of conflict, it seems clear that Gujarat provides a good case for examining 
the presence or absence of the Mandal and Mandir riots. The results 
however, are somewhat surprising. Gujarat erupted in 1992 after the 
demolition of the mosque, but it was relatively quiescent in ! 990 after the 
Mandal policy was announced. If we had been forced to predict, we would 
probably have expected the opposite to occur, since the pattern has been 
for reservation conflicts to metamorphose into religious strife, while 
religious riots have become less common. 

In 1990, when it became apparent that the government’s decision on 
Mandal was leading to tension and violence, Gujai’atis braced themselves 
tor outbursts in their own state. After a!!, the 1985 riots, which had been 
triggered by a state government decision to increase reservations for OBCs 
had resulted in months of strife in which hundreds had been killed anu 
millions of rupees lost as businesses and schools were closed. But there 
was no repeat of these incidents, and the disturbances which engulfed 
other pai'ts of India remained distant. To be sure, the potential was evident 
the leader of the 1985 anti-reservation riots, Shankarbhai Patel, still 
commanded considerable loyalty among his followers. But while Pa^'cl 
and other anti-reservation policy activists made initial attempts lo mobilize 
their supporters and lake to the streets, these efforts fizzled out fairly 
quickly. 

In 1992, however, the scene in Gujarat was quite different from what 
n had been in 1990. The riots that swept India in the wake of the 
destruction at Ayodhya engulfed the state. The city of Ahmedabad, which 
had seen reservation riots become religious conflicts in the past, was 
once again shaken by communal strife as dozens were killed and the old 
City v/as put under curfew for more than a week. The city of Surat hao 
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not previously been the sae of much v.olcnce, but was now one of i e 
hardest hit, with over half the state’s deaths occurring there. And perhaps 
most frightening, because they raised memories of partition, were 
incidents in which passengers were pulled of trains and hacked to death 

How can we account for these events? The difference in the political 
environment appears to explain why there were no riots in 1990. In 1985 
as Yagoik and Bhatt demonstrate, dissolving political coalitions created 
conditions in which both the reservation policies and the riots that followed 
were used by different political factions to strengthen their own positions 
and weaken their rivals. But in 1990 the government was dominated by 
the very groups that had previously incited conflict. Their new power 
could only be threatened by the political instability that inevitably 
accompanied violence, and so they refused to support it. Low caste groups 
supported Mandal, and consequently they too had no reason to agitate for 
its withdrawal. 

The occurrence of riots in 1992 is slightly more complex. In absolute 
terms Hindus in Gujarat were still much more powerful than Muslims 
But over the preceding decade, Hindus had come to see Muslims as 
receiving greater shares of political attention and sympathy. Most of this 
attention was symbolic rather than substantive, Nevertheless, for those 
Hindus who already harboured suspicions about Muslim loyalty to India 
after the creation of Pakistan, the political concern they seemed to attract 
from political parties, especially the Congress, seemed both unwarranted 
and unfair. The symbolic importance to Hindus of this party focus on 
Muslim issues becomes evident when in conversation after conversation 
Hindus cite the same incidents and anecdotes to describe Muslim disloyalty 
to India and politicians’ pandering to them. None of these events or policies 
are substantively important, but they resonate as markers of the growing 
sense of resentment and injustice. 

In this climate the BJP’s championing of Hindutva and a Hindu 
India has had increasingly receptive treatment. The share of BJP 
supporters in Gujarat has been estimated to be as high as 25 per cent 
which even if inaccurate suggests that the party’s support has a veiy 
solid base. Given, that Hindu nationalism is a core ideology of the party, 
it is difficult to be a supporter without subscribing at least in part to 
this view. And with the elevation of the Mandir issue, BJP loyalty and 
Hindu nationalism became fused with anti-Muslim sentiment. While 
there were many Gujarati Hindus who were unwilling to endorse the 
demolition of the mosque, there were equally few who were willing to 
be completely condemnatory. The BJP's strategy, had two 
consequences: ithas given voice to the sense of threat that some Hindus 
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have been feeling from Muslims and it has legitimated the political 
expression of that attitude. 

Without a sense of grievance on the part of Hindus over perceived 
favoritism towards Muslims, Hindu-Muslim conflict would be much more 
difficult to generate. But without the BJP providing a concrete point of 
faction between the two groups and endowing that point with political 
legitimacy, it is unlikely that violence would have erupted with the same 
scope and intensity. In addition, the representation of Muslims as the ‘othei 
opened up space to characterize non-Muslim groups in the same way In 
Surat, for example, violence was directed not only at Muslims, but also at 
immigrant workers from Bihar and Orissa, who were considered to have 
taken jobs away from native Gujaratis, 

Bihar 

Bihar is notorious throughout India for its poverty, its political comuption 
and its violence. Therefore, when the 1990 riots over the Mandal 
controversy began in Bihar, few observers were surprised. The state had 
previously been the site of bloody riots over attempts to implement state- 
level reservation policies for low castes in 1977, and the opposition to 
Mandal had intensified since then. However, Bihar was surprisingly 
peaceful in 1992. What explains this variation? 

Bihar is a very poor state with few economic opportunities. The lack of 
a vibrant private sector makes government employment almost the only 
game in town, and civil service positions are highly sought after. In 1977 
the Janata government had attempted to implement OBC reservations at 
the state level, but the widespread violence tliat greeted this decision helped 
to bring down the government and made it very difficult for its successors 
to use reservations as a mobilizing tool to appeal to low caste voters. 

By the late 1980s tension over reservations had grown even greater 
because while the economic situation in Bihar remained discouraging, 
low caste groups- had become more mobilized and more demanding. The 
government in Bihar at t!ie time of Mandal reflected this new political 
leality, with chief minister Laloo Prasad Yadav being a member of the 
inci-easingly powerful backward classes. These groups had formed an 
alliance with high caste Rajputs to share power. Mandal drove a wedge 
through this alliance because it benefited Yadavs at the expense of Rajputs 
At the same time, the worst off OBCs knew that under the Mandal formula 
most of the reservations would go to intermediate OBCs, and so they 
were unenthusiastic. The chief minister’s decision to wholeheartedly 
support the implementation of the Mandal report thus drew fire from both 
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Similarly, in Bangalore and Mysore there were unusuaily strong 
■ outbreaks of Hindu-Muslim conflict in 1992. Closer inspection fevealed 
that much of the violence occurred in areas where the B JP had been most 
successful in organizing. In particular, those parts of Bangalore where the 
BJP had been especially active suffered heavy casualties. The importance 
of the B JP factor can be gathered from the fact that areas with large Muslim 
populations where the BJP was less well organized were much calmer. 


Delhi 

Until very recently Delhi was administratively considered a union territory, 
not a state. It is governed by a municipal corporation structure, but is also 
gi'eatly influenced by the central government apparatus that dominates 
the city. Delhi has been the site of religious conflict at various times over 
the years, but caste conflict has been rare. It was all the more surprising, 
therefore, when Delhi became one of the focal points of the 1990 riots. 

The development of conflict in Delhi appeared to follow the general 
pattern of student-led movements. Students began to organi 2 c 
spontaneously without wailing for direction from official organizations 
such as youth party wings, unions, and so on. For many college students 
who participated, it was their first act of protest. And at first, the agitations 
were non-violent. However, the conflict soon took a horrifying turn, as 
first college students and then even pre-collegiate youth began immolating 
themselves to protest the Mandal report. 

What explains this apparently spontaneous protest and the particular 
forms it took? The initial negative reaction of students to the 
implementation of the Mandal policy arose from the perceived and perhaps 
real threat it presented to their futures. Not coincidentally, the most intense 
condemnations came from Bihari students. Given the limited availability 
of elite career choices in that state, any extension of reservations has 
ramifications for members of non-targeted groups. Mandal reserved seats 
for OBCs in higher education and government employment, both of which 
are coveted by middle class upwardly mobile Indians. 

While the sense of grievance on the part of these students was real 
there was also a purely political component to the protests. For reasons 
given previously, no political party could afford to publicly oppose V. P 
Singh’s decision. But both Congress and the BJP were considered to 
have instigated and helped sustain the Delhi riots covertly, through, their 
youth wings. They provided expertise and organization that the students 
did not have, and they made it possible for the conflict to look more 
consensual than it probably was. Both students and the parties 
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benefited— students because their protests were more effective and more 
widespread, and the parties because the students’ agitation seemed less 
calculated and therefore more compelling than a party-led demonstration 
would have been. 

It is more difficult to account for the wave of self-immolations. From 
where did this phenomenon arise? Was there just a sub-group for whom 
hatred of Mandal was especially intense and expressed in this way? While 
such an answer has some intuitive appeal, it does not hold up on closer 
inspection. For one thing, some of the victims were not planning to go to 
college or embark on government careers, in which case Mandal would 
have had little or no direct effect on their futures. Instead, the phenomenon 
appears to have been initiated for strategic reasons and then adopted as a 
mean of expressing alienation and disaffection for youths unconnected m 
any other way with the Mandal protests. The first case was by a college 
student who was at the forefront of the protests and was seeking a means 
of drawing attendon to the issue. By all accounts his immolation was 
initially intended to be quite limited, with his friends on hand to extinguish 
the fire immediately. But the fire grew out of control before they could 
stop it and he was critically injured. 

The reaction of students had a genuinely spontaneous aspect to it, and 
their protests were motivated by a strong sense of grievance against the 
government for adopting a policy that seemed to them to be blatantly 
unfair. But without expert political assistance it is unlikely that their protests 
would have been as sustained or as effective. And finally, the self- 
immolation of young people appears to have been due to forces quite 
removed from feelings about the Mandal policy. 

The 1992 riots ran truer to expectations in Delhi. While there was rioting 
in the old city, most of this violence took place at sites that had previously 
experienced communal violence. Again, the presence of the national 
government and political parries was evident, as the BJP threatened to 
call general strikes and hold protests. Unlike other centres of conflict, m 
Delhi there was almost as much tension arising from fears of impending 
conflict as there was from actual violence. 

These cases provide convincing evidence that the caste and religious 
conflicts that have frequently gripped India in the last four years have 
motivations that cannot be solely attributed to caste and religious feelings 
The extent to which such feelings were translated into conflict and violence 
varied according to the political environment in which individuals 
participated. At the same rime, however, the salience of identity cannot be 
Ignored, as the instrumentalists are sometimes accused of doing. In almost 
every case discussed, the presence of feelings of relative deprivation fuelled 
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conflict, and the violence was more intense in those areas with a history of 
conflict over these issues. 

The riots that swept India in 1990 and 1992 have generated considerable 
debate over the importance of caste and religious identity in India, and 
they have raised fears about the future of secular democracy there. But the 
reality is considerably more complex. Caste and religious attitudes play 
an important role in fomenting conflict between groups, but the political 
environment is equally important in this process. The preferences of politi 
cal parties and organizations, and the political context in which caste and 
religious identities are located, are necessary to explain the timing and 
intensity of the increasing violence that has engulfed India. 

Returning to the theoretical frameworks described above, it seems cleai 
that the evidence from these cases supports Brass to a greater extent than 
Connor. However, it would be premature to dismiss Connor’s argument 
entirely. While there is little evidence of the deep primordial attachments 
and hostilities that he emphasizes, the Brass approach should be amended 
to include a greater sensitivity to groups’ attitudes and emotions. Political 
interests and strategies shaped the course of the Mandal and Mandir riots 
but they were successful because they struck a chord. 

In the 1 980s and early 1990s, Hindus began to fear that their religious 
identity was increasingly coming under threat, and therefore was in greater 
need of protection than before. This sense of threat was a result of changitig 
electoral strategies by parties, socio-economic transformations in terms 
of urbanization and differential upward mobility at the local and state 
levels, and the introduction of new policies that emphasized religion and 
caste. At the same time, for their own benefits, political parties across the 
spectrum began to speak out about religious and caste identity, giving 
public voice to Hindu and high caste fears and exacerbating them 
Therefore an increased sense of threat combined with parties and politicians 
who tapped these feelings for political gains. The mosque strategy of the 
BJP not only gave credence to Hindu concerns about Muslims, it used 
civil disobedience and ultimately violence, which increased the legitimacy 
of both on the public stage. 

The 1990 reservation riots were what might be called the old-fashioned 
kind by Indian standards. Caste violence has a long history in India, and 
in the twentieth century it has been influenced by party politics. As m 
previous instances, where there was a history of caste antagonism, 
oppression of low castes, competition over scarce opportunities, and 
encouraging political elites, riots occurred. The 1992 riots were somewhat 
different. They were not most severe in those places where government 
supported them, but rather where the BJP was strong, whether at the state 
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evel or within a particular city, such as Surat. Bihar, where the BJP is 
^eak, had almost no riots despite its histoiy and its position as India’s 
nost lawless and violent state. 

There is no question that caste and religious tensions are reaching critical 
evels in India today, and that they present a threat to secularism and 
iemocracy. But by labelling these tensions as primordial we both fail to 
'xplain them accurately and we abdicate our responsibility to uncover 
jolutions to the problems they create. The BJP has succeeded where 
previous Hindu-pentric parties did not in part because of the political 
homes made by other parties, especially the Congress. The mobilization 
3 f new political vote blocs, the loss of Congress hegemony, and the ensuing 
jcramble for votes has made caste and religion ready and popular issues 
sround which to mobilize voters, and politicians and lay observers have 
3 een unwilling to acknowledge the costs of these strategies. Religious 
md caste tensions can be reduced, but it will require a reformulation of 
Dolitical strategies by the so-called secular parties. 



The Politics of Processions and 
Hindu-Muslim Riots* 

Christophe Jaffrelot 


Why should we not be able to convert large religious festivals into political 
mass rallies? Would it not be possible for the political activities to in this 
way penetrate the most humble village? 

editorial of the Kesari in 1896, cited in Cashman 1 975: 79. 

The series of communal riots which broke out in the late 1980s and eaily 
1990s amidst the Ayodhya controversy were, judged by the number of 
casualties, the worst since Partition. Many of these explosions of violence 
originated in Hindu processions. The fact that religious processions could 
be a vector of tension and even violence between communities is not new 
In his essay on the prehistory of communalism, C. A. Bayly shows that 
riots occurred because of, or in the wake of, religious processions in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Bayly 1985: 198-9). Nor 
is such a phenomenon peculiar to India, as Natalie Davis’s account of the 
sixteenth-seventeenth century conflicts between French Catholics and 
Protestants demonstrates. According to Davis, ‘Much of the religious not 
is timed to ritual, and the violence seems often a curious continuation of 
the rite’ (Davis 1987-. 170); baptisms and religious services are two 
common occasions for riots. She underlines, however, that ‘these 
encounters are nothing compared to the disturbances that cluster around 
processional life’ (Davis 1987: 171). 

There is no doubt that the correlation between processions and riots 
results from certain features of this social and ritual institution. First of 
all, processions are one of the procedures by which a community delimits 
its territory. In her study of nineteenthth century British India, Sandna 
Freitag convincingly argues that religious processions define the ‘sacied 
space’ of the community. This attribute was naturally conducive to violence 
in certain contexts, since ‘when one group’s space overlapped 
another’s...these circumstances often prompted riots’ (Freitag 1990: 134- 
5). In his Study of the 1 893 riots in Bombay, Jim Masselos also shows that 

* A shorter version of this article has been published in French in Vidal, Tarabout 
and Meyer, 1994. 
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communal vjolence pitched in opposition groups whose territories had 
previously been demarcated by religious festivals (Masselos 1993:187) 
Second, processions also constitute potential vehicles of communal 
violence because of their capacity for homogenizing identities. The 
participants in a procession necessarily downplay the internal divisions of 
their community and place more value on their sense of belonging to a 
religious group. 

Though each group of participants might remain distinct from its neighbours 
thev shared involvement in the same observance for the same ostensible object 
Community connections must have been felt at their most tangible and concrete 
fostered by these veiy specific influences which were physical, spatial and tempora’ 
in nature. As long as the impact of all these influences still operated, the overarching 
nature of group identification based on religious community appeared uttedy 
convincing. Threats to community values during these occasions of imegrali\'e 
collective activities could prompt immediate and vehement response. (Freitag 
1990:138, emphasis added.) 

Freitag’s analysis is drawn from the concept of commmitas as elaborated 
bv Victor Turner to designate circumstances, such as processions, in which 
a social ‘structure,’ necessarily heterogeneous in terms of status, constitutes 
an undifferentiated whole (Turner 1974: 237). These notions appear to be 
particularly applicable to the Hindu milieu, given its extreme social 
differentiation along caste and other lines, and the manner in which religious 
processions transcend such distinctions.’ The procession, by virtue of its 
encompassing and homogenizing qualities, will be particularly apt to 
oppose itself to the ‘other,’ primarily the Muslims. 

This approach has recently been taken by Sudhir Kakar (1996; see 
also 1990: 143) in a book based on the 1990 Hindu-Muslim riot in 
Hyderabad. One of the key concepts Kakar uses is that of ‘physical group’ 
which he defines as ‘a group represented in the bodies of its members 
lather than in their minds, a necessary shift for a group to become an 
instrument of actual violence’ (1996: 45). Further elaborating on this 
notion, he writes: 

The individual is practically wrapped up in the crowd and gets continuous sensual 
pounding through all avenues that one’s body can afford. The consequence is a 
blurring of the body image and of the ego, a kind of self-transcendence that is 
reacted to by panic or exhilaration as individuality disappears and the ‘integrity 
autonomy’ and ‘independence’ of the ego seem to be wishful illusions and mere 
hypothetical constructs. (1996: 45.) 

* This process is never entirely realized, however, because ‘the Brahmin excludes 
from his procession Untouchables and excludes himself (or is excluded) from theiis 
Only partial totalisations occur’ (Herrenschmidt 1989: 193). 
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the emergence of a pol t ca class which was at ent ve to the sens b I es 
of the electorate and was concerned, therefore, with defending religious 
institutions such as processions. Over the years, a twofold pattern of 
procession-based riots has emerged, for ideological and electoral reasons 
The growing importance of elections in a democratic framework and the 
increasingly tense relations between Hindus and Muslims from the 1970s 
onw 0 j-ds largely explain this development. In the late i980s and eady 
1990s, however, the two aspects of the politics of procession were 
increasingly integrated; Hindu nationalist leaders used processions and 
riots to mobilize supporters more and more frequently, especially at the 
time of elections, when it was particulaidy useful for them to polarize the 
electorate along religious lines. 

RELIGIOUS PROCESSIONS AND RIOTS IN BRITISH INDIA 

The^New’ Hindu Processions as Anti-Muslim Mobilizations 

I have attempted to show elsewhere (Jaffrelot 1996: chap. 1) that a sense 
of cultural vulnerability was prompted in certain Hindu circles by the 
activities of Christian missionaries after the 1820s. Even though they 
criticized them publicly, members of the Hindu elite took to imitating 
these/irangw (foreigners) in order to resist them more efficiently. In order 
to cope with the missions’ proselytizing, the Arya Samaj adapted the 
Christian notion of conversion through the reinterpretation of a traditional 
ritual of purification called shuddhi. In other words, some of the most 
militant Hindus developed a strategy of stigmatization and emulation of 
the so-called ‘threatening others’. Starting in the late nineteenth century 
and especially in the early twentieth century, at the time of the Khilafat 
movement, they came to regard Muslims as the main threat to Hindus 
Some Hindu leaders, more or less consciously, began to imitate the 
congregational aspects of Muslim festivals, deliberately using processions 
as a means of mobilizing their community. While these aspecis of 
communal relations have been amply examined by historians, the fact that 
a large number of Hindu-MusHm riots found their origin in processions 
must be emphasized and explored in greater depth. 


The Ganesh Festival Reinterpreted 

The capacity of Hindu processions to transcend certain social distinctions 
constituted a valuable asset for those who deplored divisions within the 
majority community, a weakness to which they imputed the boldness with 
which Muslims assaulted Hindus. Such considerations formed the 
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background of the reinterpretation of the Ganesh festival in the late 
nineteenth century. 

In 1893, a procession organized in Yeola in honour of Balaji was 
attacked by Muslims as it passed by a mosque; the Muslims had been 
disturbed by the music. Seeking a means to strengthen Hindu 
communitarian consciousness, B. G. Tilak, one of the chief Hindu 
traditionalist leaders of the Indian, National Congress in Bombay 
Presidency, called upon all Hindus to desist from participating in Muharram 
processions. It was in this context that he decided to reinterpret Ganesh 
Chaturthi, the festival that is organized every year on the occasion of the 
birth anniversary of Ganesh (or Ganapati) (Kelkar 1967: 182). Tilak thus 
transferred the celebration from the private sphere to the public domain m 
order to mobilize and unite Hindus.^ 

This reinterpretation of the Ganesh festival is a good illustration of the 
strategy of stigmatization and emulation of ‘threatening others’ that militant 
Hindus adopted. Tilak, faced with the Muslim ‘threat,’ envisaged the 
incorporation into Hinduism of a practice he perceived as a strength ol 
Islam — assembly and worship as a community of equals. Moreover, as an 
editorial in Kesari, one of Tilak’s newspapers, shows, he did not conceal 
the mimetic dimension of this approach:^ 

Religious thoughts and devotion may be possible even in solitude, yet 
demonstration and eclat are essential to the awakening of masses, Through this 
nationalist appeal, the worship of Ganapati spread from the family circle to the 
public square. The transition is noteworthy since (despite some exceptions) Hindu 
religious worship is largely a matter of individual or family worship 
Congregational worship as that in Christianity or Islam is not common. But 
nationalism provided the necessary social cement in this case. (Quoted in Jog 
1979: 44-5.) 

The Ganesh festival henceforth consisted of a long celebration of ten 
days which coincided with Muharram and concluded with a procession m 

^ Numerous editorials by Tilak in Kesari bear witness to this. For instance on 3 
September 1895, he wrote: ‘If Hindus, even in one province, unite to worship the same 
God at least for ten days every year, il is an event of no mean significance’ (quoted in 
Karandikai' 1957: 124). 

^ His lieutenant, the editor oi Kesari, said: ‘Tilak himself admitted that the arrogance 
of the Moslems gave rise to the idea of the festival which vvas obviously intended to 
draw al] the Hindus .around a central national function. Tilak often justified it by 
remarking that there was nothing wrong in providing a platform for all the Hindus ot 
all high and low classes to stand together and discharge a joint national duty’ (Kelkai 
1967:284). 
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After having investigated the violence in Malabar, Mooiije wrote a 
report in which he underlined the necessity of strengthening the Hindu 
community by removing caste distinctions, by restoring the Vedic practice 
of animal sacrifice to recapture the physical courage displayed by the 
Muslims and by establishing congregational forms of worship, also 
practised by Muslims. The latter represented one of the axes of the ‘Hindu 
Sangathan’ (literally, Union/Organizaiion of Hindus) movement which 
was launched by the Hindu Mahasabha in 1922 (Prakash 1938). Moonje a 
strategy of simultaneous stigmatization and emulation of the Muslims had 
an aggressive dimension, as his tactics in Nagpur testify. 

In September 1923, the small Muslim minority in Nagpur, as elsewhere 
protested that Hindu processions, accompanied by music, were being taken 
past tlieh" mosques. On 30 October 1923, the authorities prohibited all 
processions. To challenge this decision, Moonje orchestrated a protest 
movement which rallied approximately 20.000 persons (Andersen and 
Damle 1987:32). Having proved his point, in November, he organized a 
procession which involved music and passed several mosques. Since both 
camps had been armed beforehand, the subsequent riot entailed heavy 
casualties. The following year, the local Hindu Sabha claimed the right 
for its participants to carry lathis (sticks) in the Ganesh Chaturthi 
procession. 

The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS, Association of National 
Volunteers) was foundediti 1925 inNagpur by one of Moonje’s lieutenants 
K. B. Hedge war, who shared his concern for strengthening the Hindus 
vis-d.-vis the Muslims. As a veteran of the Nagpur RSS, Vasant Rao Oke 
who joined the movement shortly after its formation, explains, the 
aggressive defence of processions occupied a major place in the RSS 
strategy: 

In 1927 there were riots in Nagpur. Hindus were defensive, [In the past], Muslims 
stopped the Ganesh processions when they passed before a mosque with mtistc 
However, in 1927 Dr. Hedgewar came in front of the [Ganesh] procession, from 
the beginning, on the mosque road till the tank while beating the drums. Because 
of him all the others also came along beating the drums. They had the courage 
tlien [to follow the processioti].’* 


during the Second World War for the massive enlisting of Hindus in the British ai-ray 
because the training of his community in military techniques was more important than 
anti-colonial non-cooperation. 

Baker (1979:101) and NMML, Moonje Papers, sub-file n, 13 Letter of the 
Genera! Secretary of the Hindu Sabha of Nagpur to local papers, 3 September 1924 
" Interview with V. R. Oke. 12 August 1992, in New Delhi. 
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Political leaders with Hindu militant leanings invested this procession with 
the purpose of strengthening the majority community against tho Muslims 
It was a matter of confirming its coUective identity by establishing the 
Hindus’ claim on urban space — aggressively, if need be — and of exploiting 
the mobilizing virtues of the procession to rally followers. The procession 
as a technique of mobilization was thus increasingly employed by political 
leaders, precisely because potential violence made it possible to assert in 
the streets the dominant status of the Hindu community with regard to the 
minorities. A further dimension to inter-communal conflict was provided 
by the representative politics which developed around electoral and 
parliamentary institutions provided under the Government of India Act of 
1919. The political system then became increasingly influenced by the 
role of elections and factionalism. 

Political Competition, Processions and Riots; 

The Case of the Ram Lila in Allahabad 

The political framework of British India was significantly transformed in 
1919 when the Montague-Chelmsford Reform extended the right to vote 
to nev/ strata of the population and stimulated political competition by 
endowing provincial governments with new power. Party leaders bent upon 
appealing to the voters tended to resort to arguments drawn from the 
religious repertoire. 

As Bayly has shown, until the turn of the century, local politics had 
been dominated by rais (notables), who typically belonged to merchant 
or landlord milieus, and were considered by the British to be ‘natural 
leaders’ . Their patronage of religious institutions represented an important 
source of social respect, and it was with these leaders that the British 
negotiated the route to be followed by processions. The ‘patrons’ used 
educated young men, whose learning gained them acceptance as 
intermediaries with the British (Bayly 1973: 349-88), However, from the 
bme of the constitutional reform of 1909, these publicists began to emanci 
pate themselves from the tutelage of the rais and to use the Indian National 
Congress as a vehicle for their political ambitions. This process was 
accentuated followingthe 1919 reforms (Bayly 1975: 273). Politicians of 
the ‘publicist’ type then became rivals of the rais, not only for elected 
posts, but also for more symbolic functions providing prestige such as the 
patronage of religious ceremonies like processions. ‘Publicists’ inducted 
into politics vied with them for this office and then endeavoured to arrogate 
It to themselves, sometimes for electioneering purposes (Freitag 1990 
76, 200). 
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commun ty and disqualifying the adversary on the other hand coirmunal 
tensions (and even violence in 1924) dramatically divided the electorate 
along religious lines, in such a manner that the Hindu voter valued this 
particular identity and voted in conformity with itJ'^ The procession 
assumed a key function here as a vehicle of rioting . The Allahabad Leader 
founded by Malaviya, read: 

The religious processions ... halve] in recent years ... been devoted largely to the 
display of weapons and physical force by both Mohammedans and Hindus 
Weapons and ammunitions were purchased in large quantities by the inhabitants 
[of Allahabad] in September [1924], (Quoted in Freitag 1980: 202.] 

The Ram Lila procession was banned in Allahabad by the British 
administration during 1925-36. In 1937, however, when the first elections 
under the 1935 Act were held, one observes in Allahabad as in many 
other towns, an attempt to establish this ritual as a show of force. The 
Hindu Mahasabha campaigned not only for the lifting of the ban on the 
Ram Lila but also for the right to play music before mosques at any time 
(Kesavan 1990:13). Eventually, ariot occuiTcd in 1938 after participants 
of the Holi procession (celebrated at the end of winter, during the Holi 
festival ) indulged in provocative colour throwing. According to Kesav an 
‘the Holi procession was evidently looking for trouble because it counted 
two to three hundreds lathis in it, vastly more than normal’ (1990: 16) 

During the colonial period, militant Hindus found in the religious 
processions of their community an institution which would prove most 
useful for their ideological project of promoting Hindu interests. It was a 
means of mobilizing the majority community in the face of so-called 
Muslim ‘threats’ and an ideal instrument for instigating violence with the 
aim of reasserting Hindu supremacy in a most radical manner. It was not 
difficult, amidst tensions, to transform the fervour of the procession into 
aggression, even to add to it an armed gang. In the 1920s, in addition to 
this strategy, the politics of processions acquired an electoral dimension 
in the framework of growing political competition. A new element of election 
oriented religious populism came to exacerbate communal tensions at the 
local level. The pattern of procession-based riots initiated by the new 
Ganesh festival, with its three sequences identified above persisted, but 

In 1926, Motilal Nehru wrote to his son: ‘Publicly I was denounced as an anti 
Hindu and pro-Mohammedan, but privately almost every individual voter was told 
that I was a beef-eater in league with the Mohammedans to legalise cow-slaughter m 
public places at all times’ (Nehru 1 960). 

” The ICP tooh twelve seats, as against sixteen for the Swaraj Party (which 
amounted to scarcely half its result in 1923). 
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the motivations of the political entrepreneurs orchestrating them changed 
The Hindu leaders who used the processions to mobilize their community 
against the Muslims were no longer alone. Growing political competition 
and the increasingly important role of elections in determining leadership 
led some political leaders to consider processions and riots as resources 


towards the routinization of a pattern 

After Independence and the riots related to Partition, communal violence 
became a marginal phenomenon. On average, there were fewer than 100 
nots a year between 1954 and 1964 (Jaffrelot 1996: 552). The trauma of 
1947 and Nehru’s vigilant secularism are among the main explanations 
for this state of things. The frequency of communal riots began to increase 
m the late 1960s and again in the late 1970s. The model we have used so 
far remains relevant in explaining certain forms of this communal violence 
as suggested by isolated cases, such as the riot of Bhiwandi in 1970 ana 
Jamshedpur in 1979. Similarly, some of the procession-based riots of the 
early 1980s retain features of the anti-Muslim mobilization of the 1920s 
The ever-increasing politicization of processions, however, gradually 
introduced one significant difference: in the end, the religious element 
almost disappeared from them; they were converted into demonstrations 
of strength, pure and simple. 


From Bhiwandi to Jamshedpur 

In the 1970s, two instances of violence, the magnitude of which justified 
the appointment of commissions of inquiry, bear testimony to the 
persistence of the old pattern of procession-led riots but also of its 
progressive transformation into a more blatantly political phenomenon. 

In B hiwandi, relative communal hannony still prevailed in the early 1 960s 
partly because of socio-economic reasons. While the textile mills, the main 
source of employment in the town, belonged primarily to Muslims, their 
suppliers and moneylenders were mainly Marwaris (Hindu merchant caste 
from Marwar); the w'orking force comprised Muslims as well as Hindus 
This economic interdependence made possible an arrangement whereby 
Hindu and Muslim representatives alternated as heads of the Municipal 
Council The deterioration in relations between the two communities in the 
second half of the 1 960s, may be attributed to the organization of processions 
of a political nature. Indeed, Hindu nationalist activists gave an aggressive 
turn to Shiv Jayanti (the festival celebrating the anniversary of Shivaji). 
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Solidarity Conferences’, which culminated in noting on several occasions 
Although some violent acts affected Christians,"" most were directed 
towards Muslims. 

In Poona, a fifteen-day campaign orchestrated by the RSS concluded 
on 14 February 1982 with a procession named ‘Vishal Hindu Aikya Yatra 
(Pilgrimage of Hindu Unity). The route of this procession had been fixed 
by the local authorities but was changed so as to enter a Muslim quaiter 
where militants of the VHP trigerred off acts of violence; hotels and shops 
for example, were set on fire. The procedure was repeated the following 
day in Sholapur when a similar procession became a show of force with 
cries of ‘Ek dakha aur do, Pakistan tor do’ (Give another shove and 
shatter. Pakistan) and ‘Bande Mataram gana hoga nahin to Hindustan 
choma hoga' (Sing the Bande Mataram, or leave India). Shops in the 
Muslim area were also set on fire. The procession in Poona carried three 
large bells which were supposed to ‘symbolically toll for the death ot 
Untouchability'-‘ and giant portraits of Ambedkaiy Phule, Gandhi and 
Goiwalkar, as well as a copy of the ‘Laws of Manu’ (Engineer 1984; 135) 
They, therefore, seem to have appeared as a means of reinfcjrcitig the 
cohesion of the Hindu community against tht Muslim Other. 

The 1982 riot in Meerut Muslims and Bhangis (sweepers, removers of 
night-soil), whom Hindu nationalist propaganda encouraged to consider 
themselves as descendants of Valmiki, the legendary author of the 
Raraayana (Engineer 1982: 1003). This participation by the Bhangis would 
certainly have resulted from some sort of negotiation; according to 
testimonies gathered by Engineer, Rs 200 were paid for each crime 
committed. This tactic was effective during the 1987 riots in Meerut when 
‘Chamars and Bhanghis joined upper-caste Hindus to loot and bum down 
Muslim shops and houses in return for money and alcohol (Engineer 1988 
29). It was also employed in riots in Ahmedabad and Delhi. 

In the 1980s, the policy of reservations implemented by the Gujarat 
government hardened social relations in Ahmedabad. In 198 1 , the granting 
of additional quotas to Untouchables for certain classes of medical colleges 
provoked violent acts of retaliation on the part of the upper castes. These 
developments favoured a rapprochement between the movements of the 
Untouchables and Muslims (Bose 1981; 713-16), In 1985, the 
announcement of an increase in quotas prompted new acts of particularly 
fierce violence — 180 people were killed — directed first against the lower 

One example is Kanyakumari, a district in which the RSS had developed some 
hundred skatAas so as to better combat the influence of Christianity (Mathew 1983 
415). 

Organiser, 28 February 1982, p. 7. 
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castes and then the Untouchables (Patel 1985: 1175), However VHP 
militants were soon dispatched to the quarters of Untouchables affecreri 
by the rioting in order to distribute funds and dissuade those who threatened 
to convert to Islam. Above all, Ahmedahad represented a favourable 
context for the strategy of forging Hindu unity using violence instigated 
through processions.'^ ^ 


Slogans advocating caste unity were written on walls in the Untouchable 
quarters. The Rath Yatra (procession of the Hindu festival of Lord 
Jagannath during which his image is taken in a chariot for a bath in the 
sea) soon provided an occasion to actualize tb.ese appeals. The procession 
numbered 100,000 participants and was one and a half kilometi'es in length 
It was intended as a show of Hindu force and the customary invoIvem“eiu 
of Untouchables in the Rath Yatra provided an ideal vehicle for the 
sentiment of communitas. The ten-hour procession passed through seven 
Muslim quarters, shouting disparaging, indeed' obscene, slogans. Stones 
were thrown at the procession, inciting a riot which many Untouchables 
who had been brought in lorries, joined. 

Thus the first half of the i 980s, as earlier in the 1920$, was the setting 
for the reaction of militant Hindu movements to the ‘Muslim threat’ , The 
former aimed at strengthening the cohesion of the majority community, 
notably by means of the procession as a form of cotnniunitcis and the 
violence which such shows of force, sometimes inevitably, provoked. It 
was a matter of creating Hindu unity (including Untouchables) against the 
Muslim Other. In the second half of the decade, the upsurge of rioting 
responded to an analogous logic but once again electoral considerations 
played an important part. 


AN ALL-INDIA ANTI-MUSLIM, ELECTION-ORIENTED POLITICS 
OF PROCESSIONS? 

The most important change affecting the politics of procession and rioting 
probably took place in the late 1980s to early 199f)s, during the wave of 
nots induced by the Ayodhya affair. At that time, the two dimensions of 
the communal use of processions — anti-Muslim mobilization and election 

India Today, 31 May 1986, p. 35. 

The local VHP paper, Vishwa Hindu Samachor, stated in July 1 985; ‘All Hindus 
should unite against vidkarma [those who practise another religion]. Outmoded feudal 
values still prevail in our villages which have kept tlte caste pollution intact and has 
thus resulted in tfiction within the Hindu fold.... Savarna Hindus [upper castes] should 
now become alert and not widen the gap between the castes and compromise with 
daiir and should not continue to remain selfish' (quoted in Engineer j9S6; 1343), 
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onented use of shows of strength and violence — merged to a great extent 
The Hindu nationalist strategy still entailed the use of processions and nots 
as a means to react to so-called Muslim threats; however, communal violence 
was also utilized to polarize voters along communal lines. That such politics 
came to acquire an all-India dimension was also a new phenomenon. 

From the mid-1980s, relations between Hindus and Muslims in the 
public sphere were dominated by the controversy site of the Ayodhya In 
1984, the VHP stai'ted an agitation campaign for the ‘liberation’ of a.site 
which Hindu nationalists claimed to be Ramjanmabhoomi (the birthplace 
of Ram) where a mosque had been erected under the auspices Babar, 
founder of the Mughal dynasty (van der Veer 1987: 298). This step was 
intended to rally ‘the Hindu nation’ around a common symbol. The 
agitation attained its peak in 1989, when tlie number of riot victims reached 
levels unprecedented in India since 1947. 'Die major riots occurred because 
of, or in the wake of, pseudo-religious processions organized by the VHP 
on the occasion of Ram Shilan Puja (literally, worship of the Ram bricks) 
Even though the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) was not at the forefront, its 
leaders, especially at the local level, took part in the Ram Shilan Puja in 
order to gain political advantage from these popular mobilizations before 
the campaign for the Lok Sabha elections which were scheduled to take 
place in late 1989. 


The Ram Shilan Puja and the 1989 Elections 

The VHP had announced in January 1989 that it would lay the foundation 
stone of a temple dedicated to Ram at the site of his birtli on 9 November 
that is to say, with great likelihood, in the middle of the electoral campaign 
In the meantime, beginning that summer, the VHP undertook to consecrate 
bricks stamped with the name ‘Ram’ (Ram Shila) in as many urban quarters 
and villages as possible. This ceremony comprised a puja (Hindu ceremony 
of worship) — during which militants or officiating priests collected 
donations^ — and a procession carrying the ‘sanctified’ bricks. We find here 
the utilization of riiual forms borrowed from Hinduism to raise the value 
of apolitical symbol in a pre-electoral context. These processions became 
increasingly similar to shows of force as the election date drew closer 
rapidly fostering a cycle of rioting. 

The appeals surrounding Ram Shilan Puja contained some strong 
language and invited the audience to think in terms of confrontation and 
aggression. A typical example is the following extract from the text 
contained in a standard propaganda cassette: 
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The blood of foreigners, of traitors who do not venerate the ancestors, will flow,,. 
TheRnm ShUaviiH be the protectors of Hindu culture.... The foreign conspiracies 
[an allusion to conversions allegedly financed with money from Arab countries] 
will no longer succeed. The Ram Shila will be the death of those who call Mother 
India by the name of sorceress.^ 

According to official estimates, 706 riots took place in 1989.^^ One reliable 
source claims that ‘ 1 , 174 people died in different parts of the country in 
nots that followed the passage of Ram Shila processions through the 
states’ “ Violence was particularly fierce in Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya 
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, but some southern states, mainly 
Karnataka and, to a lesser extent, Andhra Pradesh were also affected. The 
typical development of the riots is very clearly illustrated by those that 
occurred in Bhagalpur which, by far the most violent, saw about 1000 
people dead, of whom 900 were Muslims.^ In October 1989, the VHP 
organized Ram Shila processions which were to pass through the rural 
parts of Bhagalpur district for a period of five days before converging on 
24 October in the town. On that day, the procession — which initially 
numbered from 1000 to 3000 persons,^* but after a few kilometres swelled 
to 10000 participants — struck up such slogans as ‘Hindi, Hindu 
Hindusthan, Mullah bhago Pakistan' (Hindi, Hindu, for India; Muslim 
clerics must flee to Pakistan) (Bharti 1989: 2643). It was stopped by roughly 
300 Muslims at the approach to the Muslim-dominated area of Tartarpur 
‘which was not on the route sanctioned by the official licence issued to the 
procession’ Marchers, among whom were VHP, B JP and RSS members 
according to witnesses audited by the subsequent inquiry commission, 
then started to shout slogans such as ‘Long live mother Kali [a Hindu 
goddess], Tartarpur will be empty’ and ‘We will avenge the insult inflicted 
by Babar on her children’ (Engineer 1996; 1729). At that stage, according 
to the majority report of the inquiry commission; ‘a large portion of the 
majority of the processionists were peaceful and totally devotional in their 
atutude and were dedicated to the task they were performing but there 
were also persons who were armed and there were persons who were 
shouting slogans’ (cited in Engineer 1996; 1730). 


A cassette in Hindi, signed. ‘VHP — ^New Delhi’ and entitled ‘Ram Shila Pujan 
“ Muslim India 103, December 1991, p. 557. 

Economic and Polilical Weekly, 4 May 1996, p. 1055. 

” K. Chaudhuri, ‘A Commission Divided: Who Was Behind the Bhagalpur Riots'' 
Frontline, 11 August 1995, p. 33. 

’■* India Week, 3 November 1989, p. 2; Timer of India, 4 November 1 989, p. 1. 

” Economic and Political Weekly, 4 May 1996^ p. 1058. 
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Uttar Pradesh where the VHP had announced that the construct. on o 
the temple — called karseva, literally service action — would commence 
on 30 October 1990, Advani stood in a DCM-Toyota, decorated to 
replicate the model of Arjun’s chariot which had appeared in the televised 
version of the Mahabharata broadcast from 1988 to 1990. He covered 
between 100 and 250 kilometres each day, halting time and again to 
hold meetings. 

The distance travelled and the nature of the point of arrival evokes the 
comparison of the Rath Yatra with a pilgrimage, rather than with a 
procession. Thousands of people went to witness the passing of the Rath 
Yatra through their quarters or their villages, greeting it with marks of 
religious fervour and joining it as if it were a procession; women, for 
example, offered their mangalsutra (the necklace received by a woman 
upon marriage and meant to be worn at all times) and coconuts or 
performed the Rass Garba, a dance characteristic of Krishna and his gopis 
(milkmaids; in the Mahabharata, they ai'e Krishna’s lovers). 

Parallel to this enormous procession, the VHP organized the Ram Jyoti 
Yatra (pilgrimage of light in honour of Ram) also in preparation for the kar 
seva due to commence on 30 October: ‘the ramjyoti (yatra) was conceived 
as a surrogate for Advani’s Rathyatra, and was intended to help form 
processions wherever he personally could not go’ (Chakravarti et al. 1 992 
952). The plan of action, beginning on 29 September, involved lighting 
with a torch from Ayodhya other torches in Mathura and Varanasi and, from 
there, in all districts in order to symbolize the reawakening of the worshippers 
of Ram — ^potentially all Hindus. Once again, processions were the medium 
of choice; this time, the object being earned was a flame. In Kamail Ganj a 
small town in the district of Gonda, adjacent to Faizabad district where 
Ayodhya is located, the Ramjyoti Yatra forcibly joined the Durga Puja 
(festival in honour of the Hindu goddess Durga) procession, despite efforts 
by the police to keep the two apart; and it was the larger procession thus 
formed which broke into anti-Muslim slogans when passing through sensitive 
parts of town. This resulted in stones and Molotov cocktails being thrown 
the riot later spread to Muslim quarters. Five days of violence caused the 
death of forty-five persons.^* Hindu zealots had taken advantage of the 
fervour of the participants in the Durga Puja procession to turn it against 
the Muslims. 

FTOn/h/re, 27 October 1990, pp. 31^. 

In Gujarat, militant Hindu nationalists had made use of the processions associnted 
with the Ganesh festival, which occurred shortly before the Ramjyoti Yatra. In five 
towns (above all in Baroda, Anand and Surat), they organized processions with insult 
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Tlie riots connected with the Ramjyoti Fafra confirmed the increasingly 
all India character of communal violence: they occurred in many different 
settings, including localities in Karnataka. At Channapatna, located 70 
kilometres south-west of Bangalore, thtRamjyoti Yatra proceeded without 
incident under heavy police escort. Five days later, however, the local 
procession commemorating the birth anniversary of Muhammad came 
under attack; thirteen of the seventeen victims were Muslims. In anotirei 
town in Karnataka, Davangere, the Ramjyoti Yatm, numbering 15,000 to 
20,000 participants, provoked a riot after successfully negotiating with 
local authorities to deviate from the original route and enter a Muslim 
quarter. 

Advani was arrested when his Rath Yatra entered Bihar. Hindu 
nationalists immediately declared a ‘Bharat Bandh’ which soon 
degenerated into rioting, notably in places through which Advani had 
passed — in the same way that reprisals would occur when a local procession 
was attacked. In two days of violence, prompted sometimes by the 
unwillingness of some Muslim merchants to close their shops, 42 people 
died in Rajasthan, 7 in Gujarat, 6 in Karnataka, 5 in West Bengal and 1 in 
Andhra Pradesh. 

In spite of massive arrests and severe controls at the borders of Uttar 
Pradesh, tens of thousands of VHP militants appeared on 30 October at 
the mosque in Ayodhya to accomplish the announced kar seva. They 
assaulted the site twice, obliging the forces of law and order to open fire 
m order to repel them. This provoked anti-Muslim riots in nearly all the 
stales; in five days the violence caused, 66 deaths in Karnataka, 63 in 
Gujarat, 50 in Uttar Pradesh, about 20 in Madhya Pradesh and in Bihar 
and at least 10 in Andhra Pradesh.’* 


rng slogans directed against Muslims. Officially, the hots caused sixteen deaths 
(Engineer 1990: 2234-5). For more on the rioting in Baroda, where hundreds of 
thousands of persons took part in a procession a.nd gulal was thrown at a mosque, see 
Communal Riots in Baroda,’ Economic and Political Weekly, 24 November 1990 
2584-5. 

^ A similar phenomenon was observed in Madras, when the decision by V.R Singh 
to lecognize the birth anniversary of the Prophet Muhammad as a holiday provoked 
the anger of the militant movements of the Hindu Munnani (Hindu Front formed after 
the conversions'of 1 98 1 ). On 2 September, the Vinayak (Ganesh) Chaturthi procession 
slowed in front of a mosque at the time of prayer. According to official sources, the 
ensuing riot, in which daliis took part, resulted in three deaths (Geetha and Rajadurai 
1990: 2122-3). 

These figures and orders of magnitude were provided by police reports issued to 
the press at the time of the events {vide, for example Indian Express, 1-5 November 
1990), Either the government did not take this wave of riots into account when it drew 
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The karsevaks who died in Ayodhya were immediately haiieii as martyrs 
by the Smgh Parivar. Ums containing their aslies became the object of 
further processions (the Asthi Kalash Yatra), which travelled through 
several districts. These corteges no longer retained anything but the form 
of Hindu processions, with the object of veneration being related even 
inore indirectly to a religious ritual than in the case of the Ram Shilas. 
Once again, however, it was a matter of arousing the fervour of commmitas 
through discourses which combined songs and speeches.’*’ As such, the 
Asthi Kalash Ihfra served to incite new outbreaks of rioting. A procession 
in Agra, apparently comprising no more than fifty persons, ignored the 
guidelines of the local authorities and entered a Muslim quarter. Stone- 
throwing in those areas precipitated a new riot in which militant Hindu 
nationalists made use of more sophisticated arms than usual; later searches 
found one of the militants in possession of sixty high powered home- 
made bombs and 80 litres of acid.*^’ 


Conclusion 

Scholars such as Sandria Freitag and Sudhir Kakar argue that religious 
processions are occasions which lend themselves to the outbreak of 
communal rioting because the participants have an intricate relation to 
space and an exceptionally strong sense of belonging to their community. 
However, available evidence suggests that these conditions that are 
necessary but not sufficient for collective aggression. In most of the cases 
cited in this chapter, such potential energy exploded when it was directed 
and even sparked off by ideologically minded leaders. Indeed, as 
processions have become increasingly politicized, they have become more 
directly correlated witla riots. 

The pattern of processioa-based riots which emerged in the late 
nineteenth century with the reinteiTretation of the Ganesh festival was 
initiated by Hindu leaders eager to unify and mobilize Hindus — allegedly 
in reaction to Muslim assaults. This type of ideological procession, as a 
vehicle for recmrent acts of violence, was to be found again in tljie 1920s 


up the balance of violence for the year in the Rajya Sabha (Muslim India, 1 03, .fuly 
1991, p. 323), or it was deliberately underestimated, since it certainty could not have 
been ignored; the rioting in Jaipur, then, must have re.sulted in about 1 00 deaths 
{Frontline, 10 November 1990:106) and not fifty-one as officially indicated. 

Field observations made at Shivpuri (Madhya Pradesh), corroborated by reports 
pub ishedin ifacpim 

India Todof 5 January 1991 pp 2S-9 
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m Nagpur. At that time, the democratization of the political system brought 
forth a small political class which, divided as it was into parties and fac- 
tions, was all the more inclined to exploit the religious sentiments of the 
electorate. In this context, the defence of processions became an issue in 
electoral contests that zealots such as Malaviy a, promoted at the risk of 
inciting riots. In fact, the transformation of Hindu processions into shows 
of force and the triggering of communal violence were sometimes seen as 
a means of polarizing the voters along religious lines. Thus in the cases of 
pre -Independence riots that I have selected, Hindu processions were related 
to communal antagonism from two points of view, as anti-Muslim 
mobilizations and as elements of political, or even electoral, strategies In 
both situations, local leaders, Hindu nationalist activists or politicians 
played a crucial part. This twofold pattern persisted after Independence, 
more precisely, it was one of the scenarios followed by communal riots 
when Hindu-Muslim conflicts became virulent. Initially, the dimension 
of mobilization had been more significant than the electoral one. One of 
the main changes to come about in the late 1 980s and early 1990s involved 
the manner in which both aspects combined, many procession-based riots 
serving as anti-Muslim mobilizations in the framework of electoral 
campaigns. Another significant change lay in the partial nationalization 
of the Hindu-Muslim conflict, as promoted by ‘yatra politics’. 

In concluding, three additional questions might be raised. Do communal 
riots find their origin only in Hindu processions? What has been the 
response of the state to these kinds of riots and to riots in general? Is it still 
relevant to study the procession-related riots in the 1990s given that, first, 
the 1992-3 communal violence did not follow this pattern and, second, 
the incidence of not only procession-based riots but all sorts of communal 
riots is on the wane? 

The Politics of Riots and Processions 

The outburst of communal violence which followed the demolition of the 
Babri Masjid in Ayodhya on 6 December 1992 and which was responsible 
for about 1250 casualties was not ‘instigated’ by processions: there was 
no need to mobilize people in that manner because Hindu-Muslim 
antagonism had already been sufficiently exacerbated. This does not mean 
that this cycle of violence was not orchestrated in a ritualized way: often 
in reaction to Muslim protests in the streets, Hindu nationalist activists 
(from the Sangh Parivar or the Shiv Sena) led the offensive and resorted 
to processional forms, using ‘rituals of confrontation’ , to borrow a phrase 
coined by Marc Gaborieau (1985). Sudhir Chandra remarks that the 
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as well as in some of the most recent riots. In May 1996, for example 
Calcutta was affected by a riot resulting from a controversy about the 
Muharram procession:*' one of the processions bearing a taziya frephca 
of the cenotaphs of Hasan and Hussain, the grandsons of the Prophet 
Muhammad) insisted on passing through a Hindu area, whose inhabitants 
mobilized to such an extent that they pelted the procession with stones 
The ensuing riot was responsible for rive casualties and the army had to 
intervene to restore peace and order. As usual, politicians were involved 
although this Muslim pocket of Calcutta has traditionally been a stronghold 
of the Left Front — Kalimuddin Shams, one of Jyoti Basu’s ministers had 
been elected from there in the past — a Congressman had won the recent 
elections and become the champion of the local Muslims. ‘The heretic 
voters deserved punishment’, commented M. K. Dhar in The Hindustan 
Times. In addition, the local mafia was looking for an opportunity to bar e 
the local adminisftators transferred because they had stopped several illegal 
constructions and put bootleggers behind bars. Thus one finds the same 
ingredients in this riot originating from a Muslim procession as in those 
deriving from Hindu ones. 

Today, Hindus and Muslims are engaged in fierce competition ovei 
processions. Since 197S in Hyderabad, a large procession has been 
organized in honour of Muhammad to coincide with tire Ganesh procession 
(Engineer 1991: 273-4). Also to be observed, on the part of the Hindus is 
a multiplication of processions. In Maharashtra, sixty-eight Rath Yatras 
alone were registered in the first half of 1986, compared to four in 1985 
and 944 Shivaji Jayanti celebrations were held, compared with 656 m 
1985 (Rajgopal 1987: 133). What can the state do about this disturbing 
development? 

The Role of the State 

The fact that a growing number of processions serve as vehicles of 
communal rioting will no doubt be difficult to counter, as the authorities 
have inherited from the Raj the principle of non-interference in religious 
celebrations.*'^ N. S. Saksena, a veteran of the Indian police, gives an 
interesting testimony in this respect; 

In all Police Training Colleges the trainees are told about the main festivals of 

*' As usuai, everybody gave different versions but three press reports converge 
The Sunday and The Hindustan Times, cited in Muslim India i63, July 1996, pp 
323-4 and India Today, 15 July 1996, p. 17. 

"Regarding British policy, see Robb (1986; 285-319). 
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ruling party. A similar situation arose in Hyderabad with the riot which 
occurred in December 1990 in the wake of the Rath Yatra and led to the 
death of 120 people. It was alleged that members of the chief minister s 
own party, the Congress, had instigated the rioting in order to discredit 
him, and he felt obliged to resign from office shortly after the disturbance 

In such cases, however, state power is involved only to the extent that 
it is coveted by dissidents in the ruling party. Ilie state can of course play 
a part on its own. Obviously, a government may often interfere with the 
action of the security forces. In some cases, its main aim is to delay their 
intervention in order (i) to ‘teach a lesson’ to a community whose vole 
was ‘misguided’ in the past; (ii) to let the victims suffer in order to appear 
as its protector — a stratagem which the Congress is alleged to have used 
vis-d-vis the Muslims; (iii) or even to let a minority which has just been 
subjected to severe humiliation or even violence, take its revenge in the 
streets. (This would explain the duration of the 1990 Hyderabad riot, given 
the fact that the aggressors were primarily Muslims of the old town.) The 
two other scenarios can be illustrated by the riots of Meerut, In 1982 and 
1987 Congress leaders, including the then chief minister, are alleged to 
have let the riot develop against the Muslims partly because they did not 
vote the right way in the previous elections (Engineer 1982: 1804; see 
also 1988; 22). According to some press reports, the management of 
communal violence was especially in evidence in Congress-ruled states 
before the 1989 elections. At that time, the Congress(I) used riots to appear 
as the saviour of the Muslims and to divide the opposition since the BJP 
and the Left could less easily work together in the context of communa* 
polarization. And it was more difficult to foment riots in opposition-rUed 
states.'*^ 

Police officers often invoke political interference to explain the duration 
of riots, whether they have been provoked by processions or not. In early 
1995, a senior police officer of Uttai' Pradesh completed a study on the 
‘Perception of Police Neutrality during Communal Riots’ at the National 
Police Academy of Hyderabad. From a study of ten major riots, he reached 
the conclusion that ‘no riot can last for more than 24 hours unless the stale 
admini stration wants it to continue’ Yet he admitted that the prolongation 
of riots was not only due to the (in)action of governments; he found a 
deep anti-Muslim bias within the police itself. In Uttar Pradesh, such bias 
is on a par with the under-representation of Muslims in the state police 
especially the Provincial Armed Constabulary (PAC), where they account 

Smita Gupta, ‘Riots and Election Strategy’, The Independent, 1 2 October i 9B9 

‘“Interview in Communalism Cmnbai, February 1995. 
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for a mere 4 per cent, as against 17.3 per cent in the state population ^ 
This imbalance partly explains why Hindu-Muslim riots have increasingly 
tended to pitch Muslims against the police since the late 1970s. One of the 
first examples of this evolution is probably to be found in the Varanasi 
not of 1977 (Banerjee 1990; 56). 

While the police is vulnerable to such criticism, it is not prevented, not 
even dissuaded from reprehensible behaviour by the State, After the 1 987 
Meeint riot, which can well be described as a police assault on Muslims 
the only government sanction consisted of suspending the local chief of 
the PAC. Amnesty International then objected that such leniency would 
suggest that the police enjoyed complete impunity (Noorani 1987; 21 40) ““ 
Similarly, after the beginning of the Bhagalpur riot in 1 989, Rajiv Gandhi 
visited the place and cancelled the transfer of the local Superintendent of 
Police, whose anti-Muslim prejudice had publicly found expression during 
the events: this was obviously because the man was very popular with the 
Hindu community, which the Congress party could not afford to alienate 
before the elections.'*^ Many of the worst crimes took place after that, st 
was as though the rioters had gained total immunity. 

The capacity of the stale administration, even in Bihar, to control the 
communal bias of the police has been illustrated by the way Laloo Prasad 
Yadav, as soon as he took over as chief minister in 1990, successfully 
threatened police officers with systematic sanctions in case of riots m 
their district. However, the state administration has not really penalized 
police officers who have been found guilty by the majority report of the 
inquiry commission about the Bhagalpur riot: the Inspector General of 
Police in Bhagalpur at the time of the riot has simply been transferred 
Nonetheless, the situation in West Bengal — an obvious degeneration since 
the late 1980s notwithstanding — suggests that communal peace does, to a 
great extent, depend on political will. Despite the high proportion of 
Muslims (23.1 per cent in 1991), Hindu-Muslim tensions are very rare 
except in districts where Bangladeshi immigration is high (such as 
Murshidabad) and in parts of Calcutta. Surely such an exceptional situation 
must be attributed to the secular policies of West Bengal’s Left Front 


Iiidia Today, 31 January 1993, pp, 31-7. 

When he was Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, Mu! ayara Singh Yadav, tine to his 
reputation for conspicuous concern for the Muslims, ‘asked the CID to launch 
prosecution against 19 PAC and other police personnel who had been indicted for 
involvement in the killing of innocent persons in May 1987 in Meerut,’ but ‘nothing 
has happened beyond the order to the CID to prosecute the accused (PUCL Bulletin 
15(8), August 1995, p. 1). 

■‘‘‘On this point, see the coiainents of retired police officer N. S. Saxena (1990; 20l 
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jjuilding and mobilization to displace the Congress and non-Congress 
formations- More than anything else, the Ayodhya movement provided 
the BJP ^ dominant issue of public debate, an ideological movement 
calculated to appeal to differing audiences in urban and rural areas. The 
Avodhys^ movement should not be mistaken for a religious movement: its 
motivations were principally political and electoral. The important 
estions of why the Ayodhya masjid-mandir could become such a 
contentious issue in the first place, and can or why Hindu nationalism has 
acquired mass support and whether this can be attributed to the bankruptcy 
of secularism or modernity are not addressed here (Basu 1996; Davis 
1996’ Pi'eitag 1996; van der Veer 1996). Rather this chapter 

focuses ou ® crucial period of transition, between 1984 and 1991 , from 
secular to communal politics, which the BJP deftly used to establish a 
major presence in UP and to realign the balance of forces in national 
nolitics by redefining some of these issues in UP. 

^ State-level politics is crucial to the understanding of community 
conflicts in India, tire supra-regional nature of the politics of such conflicts 
notwithstanding. Indeed, that the BJP’s political discourse from Kashmir 
in the north to Karnataka and Kerala in the south is supra-regional is evident 
from the issues that have fomied the staple of the party’s campaign for 

gj at die centre: Ayodhya, a uniform civil code, ban on cow slaughter 
abolition of Article 370 of the constitution which accords special status to 
Kashmir- These issues, however, are mainly popular in north and west 
India which have a historj' of Hindu opposition to Muslim lule and Hindu- 
Musltm antagonism.' Unlike the states of south India, those of the north 
have lacked regional identities and have also not had any vibrant broad- 
based democratic movements that could transcend sectarian boundancs 
and incorporate large sections of people. Instead, .recent years have 
witnessed the emergence of a politics centred around community idenuty 
which finds expression in religious nafionalism abstracted from region 
class and caste. This identity tends to define social boundaries in terms of 
mutually exclusive communities and in relation to the Us-Them divide It 
frequently reinforces itself by defining tire Us, not in terms of the positive 
attributes of the community, but in opposition to the Other; thus it invariably 
lakes the forno of Hindus versus Others. 

Uttar Pradesh is the great success story of Hindu nationalism and ol 
the BJP s rapM growth. Bruce Graham argues that the Jana Sangh fa led 
to become a s gn f cant force m UP n the 1960s because ts eonv ct ons 
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were not shared by even a substantial minority of Hindus (Graham 1990 
225). But only a few decades later, the BJP won the bulk of its seats from 
UP in 1991 and formed the government in that state. What helped elect 
the BJP to power was the sustained Ramjanmabhoomi campaign to build 
a temple in Ayodhya; however, its success cannot be attributed solely to 
the Ayodhya movement. In fact, at least three other factors should be 
credited with creating an atmosphere of communal differentiation 
conducive to the growth of the BJP — the Urdu-Hindi controversy 
communal violence and the upper castes opposition to the government’s 
decision to implement the Mandal report. The elimination of Urdu, for 
example, played a particularly important role in the emergence of a 
collective Hindi-Hindu identity in contradistinction to a composite identity 
Together the Hindi-Urdu controversy, Ayodhya movement and Mandal 
issue contributed to an overlapping consensus to preserve the interests of 
upper castes. 

The Ayodhya movement was not conceived for UP alone, but the heart 
of the movement lay in UP, The Vishw'a Hindu Parishad (VHP) launched 
Its Ayodhya campaign in 1 984 at a congregation on the banks of the Saryu 
This was a prelude to the larger agenda of incorporating the disputed shnnes 
issue into the main plank of communal mobilization. Neither the support 
nor the pressure built up by the VHP were initially remarkable, yet the 
Congress government, both at tiie centre and in UP, chose to capitulate to 
these pressures (Jaffrelot 1 996). Gauging the Congress mood, the VHP 
pressed forward with its campaign which culminated in February 1 986 in 
the unlocking of the gates of the Babri mosque in Ayodhya fovthedarshan 
of the Ram idols.^ 

Many new developments in civil society were responsible for energizing 
the communal project from the early 1970s. Backed by the urban lower 
middle classes, the VHP organized a series of public meetings 
demonstrations and processions against conversions to Islam in 
Meenakshipuram in order to create Hindu unity (Gold 1991). Religious 
pilgrimage and processions were the foremost instruments of socio-political 
mobilization. UP figured prominently in these programmes (van der Veer 
1994:653), which made use of a repertoire of rituals and symbols like the 
sacredness of the water of the Ganges to enunciate the message of Hindu 

’ A Citizens' Tribunal on Ayodhya set up by non-governmental organizations which 
investigated events leading to the demolition of the Babri Masjid. indicted the UP 
government for its complicity: ‘Senior functionaries of the Government have 
suggested that the Government was instrumental in facilitating the unlocking of the 
Masjid.’ Citizen's Tribunal on Ayodhya, Report of the Inquity Commission, pp. 116- 
17 
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unity. During these marches, VHP leaders repeated the theme of ‘save 
Hinduism’ , condemned conversions, warned against concessions to Urdu 
and, most importantly, criticized politicians who pampered Muslim vote 
banks. These ideas were supported by the lower and middle classes; their 
receptivity was built upon both religious sentiment and socio-economic 
changes in UP towns triggered by Gulf remittances and the new wealth 
acquired by Muslims that clearly disturbed the traditional patterns of 
dependence between Hindu traders and Muslim artisans. The VHP cashed 
in on the new markers of Muslim affluence, particularly the mushrooming 
of mosques, to create a sense of insecurity in the majority community Its 
propaganda efforts strongly underlined differences between Hindus and 
Muslims which became abundantly clear after the VHP launched its project 
to ‘liberate’ Ramjanmabhoomi. Fairly soon it became apparent that the 
VHP endeavour was to extend the conflict beyond the takeover of the 
disputed site to emphasize Hindu-Muslim contention on many other issues 

The important thing is that in many districts these yalras were 
welcomed.-’ In eastern UP, Congress Committees received them. Both local 
and state-level Congress leaders participated in the campaign even though 
they could not assume leadership of the movement; it was primarilv to 
thwart increasing challenges to their social dominance from castes and 
classes below them that they tried to identify with the campaign. Moreover 
many local Congress leaders, who were prominent members of the VHP 
felt that the Congress ought to support Hindu claims precisely because of 
Ayodhya’s religious significance; at the same time, senior Congress leaders 
regarded the party’s involvement in the campaign as a short-term strategy 
that could offset the party’s reduced appeal engendered by serious 
oppositional challenge from the mid- 1 980s. For the BJP, Ayodhya — and 
through it, the control of UP — was essential for capturing power at the 
centre. 

The Ayodhya dispute dramatically altered the balance of politics in UP 
as it quickly became the most important symbol and site of competitive 
struggle and mobilization. Ashok Singhal, president of the VHP, had 
predicted in early 1986; ‘You will soon see a vertical divide within each 
political party— those who accept Hindu nationalism and those who don’t 
The home ministry acknowledged five years later, that ‘no single issue so 
adversely affected communal harmony between Hindus and Muslims as 
the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid controversy’.’ Intercommunity 

’ Pioneer (Lucknow), 20 January 1986. 

Quoted in India Today, 31 October 1989. 

’ Ibid. 
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conflicts escalated in the wake of the Ayodhya controversy, sparking off 
violence in Barabaoki, Varanasi, Lakhimpur Kheri, Meerut, Rampur, 
Moradabad, Kanpur, and Allahabad. Very quickly the conflict at Ayodhya 
turned into a turbulent political confrontation in which, according to official 
estimates, 349 people were killed in 1990.** 

This issue generated a rift within the Congress as district leaders took 
advantage of the rapid change in favour of majoritarianism to marginalize 
Muslim leaders even in constituencies with large Muslim population. Most 
senior leaders chose to remain silent in the face of clear signs of Muslim 
alienation. Congress strategy was inspired by its own crisis of hegemony: 
challenges from above and below undermined its dominance; new rural 
elites from the backward castes pressed for more power outside the 
Congress party; Dalits and Muslims were disenchanted with Congress 
failure to address their problems and were inclined to press ahead with 
their agenda both within and outside the Congress. In this situation of 
steady decline, the party re-oriented its strategy along new lines, not through 
massively organized public events, demonstrations, processions, and media 
spectacles, but largely through back-room scheming and alliances made 
along communal lines in elections. Though the Congress did not have a 
communal platform, its pragmatic communalism upset the consensual basis 
of the political system that had so far functioned along lines of 
accommodation of minorities and collaboration amongst and coalition of 
groups (Frykenberg 1991 : 233-52). Consequently, communal andreligious 
organizations came to exercise a new influence on everyday life ranging 
from dictating what Hindu or Islamic symbols were important for unity or 
identity, to promoting an expanded use of Sanskritized Hindi or Persianized 
Urdu, to offering opinions on family planning. It was cleai', however, that 
not all the forces seeking to commandeer religious symbols to advance 
their social and political goals were equally suited to that purpose. The 
introduction of the Ayodhya issue propelled certain ideas and compromises 
that both benefited and harmed the Congress as well as the BJP in widely 
different ways. 

The VHP’s mobilizational efforts met with considerable success but 
largely because the government was prepared to appease it (Jaffrelot 1996: 
361; Datta 1993). As the 1989 general elections approached, the central 
government acceded to religious sentiment under pressure from VHP 
activists, by allowing them to lay the foundation stone of the proposed 
Ram temple at the disputed site. This was a major political achievement 
for the VHP and a critical strategic surrender on the part of the Congress 


* Figures from report in India Today, 15 January 1991. 
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The Muslim community was taken by surprise. The shilanyas reinforced 
its misgivings that the ruling party was paying only lip-service to 
secularism. Government action provoked strong protest from Muslim 
leaders who vitiated the political atmosphere by launching a strident 
campaign for restoration of the status quo in Ayodhya. The All India Babn 
Masjid Action Committee, formed at the initiative of Muslim leaders and 
ulema from UP, organized su-ikes and dernonsmations in Lucknow and 
other cities of UP to exhibit their clout. Several Muslim MLAs were 
arrested in the course of these political protests which lasted for nearly a 
year. Two attempts were made to begin a march to Ayodhya, The first had 
to be called off because of Meenit riots which alerted Muslims to the 
irreparable damage done by the dispute. The second fell through when 
thousands of Bajrang Dal volunteers descended on Ayodhya to stop the 
Babri Masjid Action Committee (BMAC)-sponsored march. ' 

Congress leadership realized, rather belatedly, that the political energies 
released by the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid controversy had created 
widespread friction and strife within the state. Central Congress leadership 
sought to contain the damage by shifting the is,sue on to legal terrain; but 
the conservative Brahmin Congress leaders of UP were not convinced 
and they used the interregnum of political uncertainty to regain their hold 
on state politics. This was a significant move because such leaders were 
largely responsible for the marginalization of secular politics, and the 
adoption of a majoritarian position by the Congress and its subsequent 
decline. They had estranged vast sections of the electorate, largely on 
account of their policy of denying political power to the Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs) and Dalits. More importantly, the Brahmin group in the 
UPCC resisted any attempt to oppose religious sentiment. The political 
moves of the UP Congress and the administrative actions of the state and 
central governments were inspired by these considerations. The Congress 
party’s appropriation of the ‘Ayodhya strategy’ in order to reverse its 
weakening and waning proved disastrous, contributing to its downfall by 
drawing it into an uneven contest with the BJP on the issue of religious 
nationalism. 

Two consequences of this process were a groundswell of support for 
political Hinduism on the one hand, and a point of no recovery for the 
Congress on the other. This upsurge crested during a period of raarkeu 
shift in Congress strategies; the greatest beneficiary of this upsurge 
however, was not the Congress but the BJP. At no point before the 1991 
elections had the BJP won even a quarter of votes or seats in the UP 

’ Based on reports in the Pioneer (Lucknow), 17 May 1988. 
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Assembly.* This stands in sharp contrast to Madhya Pradesh, for example 
where the B JP has maintained a high vote level of 30 per cent since 1967 
which increased to 40 per cent in 1989'90. Christophe Jaffrelot’s study 
highlights the specificity of the party-building pattern in Madhya Pradesh 
which has relied heavily on Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) party 
discipline and network since the early 1950s. TheBJP’s impressive political 
expansion in UP is intricately linked to the Ayodhy a movement. From the 
moment Ayodhya reached centre stage, the BJP’s political agenda was 
tied to the VHP. In no other state did the VHP play such an important role 
m bringing about political change as it did in UP. This clearly differentiates 
BfP strategy in UP from that in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, where 
the party was building upon social and political networks established by 
the RSS over several decades of social and political mobilization. 

Disputed shrines provided the primary vehicle of mobilization in UP 
and gave the VHP a premier role. But the primacy of the VHP does not 
mean that the Ayodhya movement in UP was religious and the emotions 
aroused by it spontaneous or primordial. No doubt the major actors were 
an assortment of sadhus who dominate religious life in north India and 
the principal arena of whose activities is pilgrimage centres. But the VHP s 
concerns were essentially political. Its paramount objective of 
comraunalizing the polity was served by promoting an exclusive and 
competitive Hindu identity (Bhattacharya 1991: 124-6). The Hindu 
assertion was built upon a carefully constructed anger against minority 
appeasement which was attributed to Hindu tolerance and passivity.’ Thus 
It was claimed that, by granting religious freedom to the minorities, the 
Indian state was bestowing 'privileges’ on the Muslim minority denied to 
the majority community by virtue of the- pseudo-secular ethos which tiad 
changed Hindu, laws but not dared to change the laws of the minority 
community. 

There is no doubt that in order to solicit the support of Muslim leaders 

^ The highest vote of 21 per cent was achieved in 1967, But the party could not 
maintain this level in subsequent elections; the average vote (excluding 1967) was 
around 10 percent. 

’ ‘Yes for too long I have suffered affronts in silence.... My numbers have dwindled 
As a result, my adored motherland has been torn asunder.... My temples have been 
desecrated, destroyed...you get my vote but you pamper those who attack me, ..even 
the Haj pilgrims are subsidised from my money.... For so long — for too long — I have 
been in a deep coma.... Hereafter I will sleep no more. I will not remain dumb, i wiM 
speak out,.., I will not run away from the challenge.... Realiy speaking. 1 am more 
angry about myself than about others,’ Angry Hindu! Yes, V/hy Not? , 1988, Deihi 
Suruchi Prakashan. 
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the Congress was prepared to stall moves for reform of Muslim personal 
law. It was giving them concessions in the hope of recouping its electoral 
reverses in the by-elections of 1985-6. The principal chai'ge levelled by 
Hindu communalists against the Congress government was its preferential 
treatment of Muslims — exemplified by the Muslim Women’s (Protection 
of Rights on Divorce) Bill. They argued that this bill represented an unwar- 
ranted compromise withtlie minority community and constituted a violation 
of the principles and procedures of secularism and equality before law 
Described by L. K. Advani as a ‘watershed event’,”’ the Hindu right saw 
in this controversy their main opportunity to occupy the political space 
created by the deep contention on secularism and the concomitant 
ideological and organizational vacuum in the high ground of Indian politics 
Nationally, it gave them a remarkable opportunity to press their claims on 
the disputed mosque site in Ayodhya. Assuming a militant stance, the B JP 
sought to exploit the potential of the disputed shrines issue by assiduously 
combining nonTparliamentary activism with parliamentary politics. This 
was reflected at the all-India level in the ‘process of reintegration of the 
BJP into the RSS complex’." 

The Ayodhya movement had clearly struck an emotive chord among 
Hindus, overriding, for the moment, divisions of class and caste, Taking 
advantage of this sentiment, the VHP quickly stepped up its campaign 
emphasizing that Muslims were insensitive to Hindu sentiments on 
Ayodhya. New religious networks — the Ramjanmabhoomi Mukti Yagna 
Samiti, Ramjanmabhoomi Trust and a Sant Sammelan — were established 
for this purpose. Ramanandacharya Shri Shivaramacharya, who was head 
of the Ramanandis of Varanasi and commanded considerable influence m 
Vaishnavaite circles, was made chairman. 

The Ayodhya movement heightened the friction between state and 
society, with the latter being increasingly dominated by the RSS-VHP 
through its congregational politics linking the home, the street and the 
temple (Jaffrelot, this volume). This new style of congregational politics 
linked both large-scale congregations and processions in various towns of 
UP with the Ay odhya site and with Lucknow by bringing to public attention 
the ideological bonding around pivotal symbols. It was specifically built 
around a calendar of religious festivities demanding public participation, 
culminating in a procession winding through the major streets of towns 
Mobilization for the Ramjanmabhoomi temple was the most spectacular 
aspect of congregational politics which was punctuated by a series of rituals 


Times of India, 14 October 1990. 
" Ibid., p. 378. 
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as those without (Engineer 1991). Another striking feature was the outbreak 
of riots simultaneously in different cities and towns throughout UP. Many 
cities like Etah and Agra had no history of violence since Independence 
Although not BJP strongholds, these were areas where processions and 
marches were taken out and became a form of Hindu assertion through 
their use of militant slogans and gestures. Riots created a deep wedge 
between communities and in vented a political constituency for the BJP m 
Khurja and Bijnor, for instance, where the BJP had very little support 
before the riots of 1990, By comparison central and eastern UP did not 
experience the same scale of rioting; they witnessed a lot of VHP activity 
instead. 

Communal militancy weaned away the upper castes from the Congress 
and sliced off the OBCs from the Janata Dal in central UP. The BJP gamed 
fresh support from Brahmins and expanded its following among Ahirs 
Kurmis and Lodhs of eastern UP. It took the BJP and the upper castes who 
were veering towards it only a short time to appreciate that the Manda] 
recommendations could rewrite the rules of electoral politics in a way that 
would displace the upper castes from positions of dominance. Besides the 
capacity of the established elite to command the support of the lower 
strata had gradually diminished throughout the 1 970s and 1980s. The upper 
castes could no longer mobilize majorities in the way they had done in the 
past, and especially not when confronted with the mass mobilization and 
assertions of the hitherto marginalized majority. 

The Ayodhya movement claimed that it could hanscend a variety of 
differences; it could unite popular and high culture, reach out to urban 
and rural people alike, and could potentially unite the backward and lower 
castes with the upper castes. But this Hindu homogenization project was 
confronted and contested by backward caste-Dalit politics in UP which 
perceived in it an effort to counter lower caste aspirations. Indeed the 
strident efforts to forge an inclusive national/Hindu identity was a clear 
attempt to bring the OBCs and Dalits back under Brahminical domination 
since the crucial ideological and organizational initiatives in the 
reconstruction of the polity have come from hitherto marginalized classes 
and castes. Thus the main challenge to the BJP’s politics of Hindus versus 
Others has come from the cross-cutting political strategy of the Samajwadi 
Party (SP) and the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP). The significant gains made 
by the SP-BSP alliance in the 1993 assembly elections de-emphasized 
communal mobilization and at the same time signalled the coming of age 
of backward caste politics in the changed context of competitive politics 
The installation in February 1997 of a BJP-BSP coalition government 
based on a novel system of power sharing that gives BSP and BJP an 
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equal number of cabinet positions even though the B JP is the much larger 
of the two parties is emblematic of the new leverage exercised by lower 
castes. 

The rise to power of the OBCs accompanied simultaneously by an 
autonomous mobilization of Dalits constitutes the biggest impediment to 
the ideological and political expansion of Hindu nationalism. This socio- 
political churning partly accounts for the inability of the B JP to overpower 
the caste politics of the OBCs and Dalits. The B JP combine has to contend 
witli the variance between notions of a permanent majority defined solely 
or the basis of the census definition of a Hindu and the democratic 
determination of electoral majorities (Sarkar 1996; 272). The assertions 
of lower castes have certainly divided Hindu society but this has not 
weakened Hindu nationalism. Lower caste politics has succeeded in putting 
Its own political parties in government; however, their rise to power did 
not mean that the battle against cotnmutialism in UP has been decisively 

won. 
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I use the term empowerment populism to refer to a style of political 
rhetoric that describes society as a conflict between ‘the common people’ 
and a narrow elite, demanding greater privileges for out-groups on behalf 
of ‘ the people’ . By protection populism , on the other hand, 1 mean a rhetoric 
that emphasizes themes of vulnerability, offering to protect ‘the weak 
and ‘truly needy’. Although they often coexist in the same movement or 
rhetoric, there is a tension between the themes of empowerment and 
protection as visions of social justice that allows them to be championed 
by rival parties under competitive conditions. This can occur either as an 
original movement splits, or when defensive elites use ‘sandwich tactics 
to outflank insurgent counter-elites by forming a coalition with the most 
disadvantaged. 

The potential for ‘sandwich coalitions’ always exists because of vertical 
differentiation witlrin the constituencies claimed by the rising social groups 
who typically articulate themes of empowerment populism, and because 
those with the greatest uncertainty and deprivation are likely to be moie 
responsive to such measures as social insurance and the provision of basic 
needs. Sandwich tactics can be pursued in one of two ways: by seeking to 
target benefits toward ‘the truly needy’ or by substituting measures that 
provide for the needy in place of those which claim to shift power 
downward. 

This model of Indian party competition as revolving around acentnst 
‘populist’ axis with empowerment and protection as the poles draws and 
builds upon a considerable body of literature on the electoral bases of 
Indian parties. It fits descriptions of the Congress coalition in UP as 
consisting of upper castes, Dalits and minorities, as opposed to the middle 
and ‘backward’ castes mobilized by the Lok Dal, the socialists and the 
Janata Dal. as well as the more general thesis that Congress draws from 
the very poor (e.g. Brass 1994). As we shall see, it fits tlie contest between 
the ADMK and the DMK in Tamil Nadu, despite their very different 
histories. 

I see the competing populisms model as an improvement on existing 
formulations, however, for a number of reasons. It is difficult, in the first 
place, to make much sense of parties’ electoral coalitions if one treats 
them as built out of determinate social groups. These building block models 
suggest a far sharper difference in voting behaviour than can actually be 
sustained and have difficulty accommodating variations in voting patterns 
over space and time. More importantly, they are unable even to address 
one of the most important predictors of voting behaviour in India — gender 

Second, and on a related note, by focusing purely on the coahtional 
aspect of parties’ constituencies without reference” to the nature of the 
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political appeal or by superimposing these appeals on a ‘left-right 
spectrum, existing accounts of these coalitions often leave us with no v. ay 
to understand what draws diverse groups together, or what to expect in the 
area of policy. Tlie second of these problems is especially marked when it 
comes to issues that are not necessarily ‘organically’ linked to the place of 
a social category in the division of labour. The possibility of substitut rg 
welfare policies and other policies intended to ameliorate rather than 
remove the structural causes of poverty are difficult even to envision, much 
less explain.' Similarly the possibility that parties might be able to divide 
the constituency they face by limiting benefits through means-testing or 
other targeting mechanisms is always greeted with surprise even though 
by now students of Indian politics should have learned to anticipate such 
tactics. Thus to illustrate with reference to all-India politics, conceiving 
of Indira Gandhi’s ‘populism’ as ‘radical’ or ‘socialist’ not only makes us 
gloss over real differences between her ‘socialism’ and the Lohiaite vaidet) 
but also makes recent changes in the Congress’ approach to distributional 
issues seem far more discontinuous than it actually is: while the Jawaha'- 
Rozgar Yojana, or the recently announced school lunch programme are 
clearly not very ‘socialist’, when set against the context of the policy 
debates of the period, there is far more continuity between these and the 
targeted alleviation' measures of the 1970s, and even the Karachi 

Resolution of 1931, than is implied by loose references to ‘socialism ’ 

These gaps in the conventional picture of how parties are supposed to 
function probably explain why Tamil Nadu seems so strange to observers 
both within the state and outside it. The state’s two parties, the DMK and 
the ADMK appear to some authors (Washbrook 1989) to be 
indistinguishable factions of a single party, and to thrive on exotic issues 
and practices. Yet, as we will see, they have more often than not anticipated 
trends in the rest of India, 

In this chapter I present Tamil Nadu as a paradigmatic instance of the 
stability afforded by an increasingly competitive party system, and argue 
that the nature of this competition indicates the direction in which the i est 
of India is moving. The key to this stability has been the emergence of a 
pattern of party competition in which two centrist parties differentiate 

’ This is not to suggest, of course. Shat the difference ha,s not been recognizea 
Kolili’s (3987) distinction between ‘distributionar and ‘redistributional’ policies woulo 
be siifficient to refute that charge. The issue is which policy we think of as normal or 
exemplifying the ‘logic of history’. 

^ These arguments about the nature of all-India party competition are developed in 
my dissertation (Swamy 1996b) where I also argue that Congress resembles the wed 
established tradition of European conservative paternalism. 
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doctrine than that of the Justice Party~in part because the latter addressed 
itself mainly to the concerns of elite non-Brahmins. According to thss 
doctrine, which I refer to as Dravidianism, all non-Brahmin speakers of 
the Dravidian languages of southern India were culturally and racially 
distinct from northern ‘Atyatts’ and Hinduism was an alien impositiJn of 
'Ary'an ' Brahmins. The Seif-Respect movement sought to erase all caste 
distinctions (not merely those between Brahmins and elite non-Brahmins) 
eliminate discrimination against women in Hindu society (identified as a 
legacy of Brahminism) and abolish religion in the name of Vationalism 
rather than merelj' removing Brahmins from the rituals (see Barnett ! 976 
34-8; Hardgrave 1979; Irschick 2986: 89-90; Subramanian 1993- Swamv 
1996a; 212-14; 1996b: 164-74). 

The importance of the new doctrine’s regional— rather than merely 
caste— aspirations became clear in 1938 when Periyar and his principal 
lieutenant, the future DMK chief minister Annadurai, led protests against 
Congress policy requiring all schoolchildren to learn Hindi. In 1944 Periyar 
fomiaily inaugurated the secessionist phase of the Dravidian movement 
by founding the Dravida Kazhagam (DK) or Dravidian Association which 
demanded an independent state in southern India for the Dravidians. This 
demand was, of course, never met. Following Independence in 1947, the 
DK split with one faction, tne Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam or Dravidian 
Progress Association, eventually emerging, under Annadurai, as the 
electoral vehicle of Tamil nationalism. 

^ Although one interpretation of the DKTDMK split is that Annadurai 
wished to take advantage of the new opportunities afforded by 
Independence, tlie DMK did not immediately contest elections, preferring, 
initially, to remain a ‘non-political’ social movement like the DK. It made 
Its presence felt m a number of ways: it sponsored agitations; it produced 
popular films with Tamil nationalist and anti-Brahmin themes; in the 
general elections of 1952, it supported parlies opposed to the Congress, 
m particular the Communist Party of India and two others representin'^ 
specific ‘backward’ caste clusters. Only when the latter ‘betrayed’ the 
alliance by joining the Congress government did the DMK decide to seek 
electoral office. 

By this time two changes had altered the context in which the DMK 
had to compete. First, the redrawing of state boundaries along linguistic 
hoes, compelled by the demands of Telugu-speaking Dravidians, left the 
DMK without a rationale for secession— the Tamil districts were 
considered too small to constitute a viable nation — but with a more 
culturally homogeneous political arena, in which the distinctly Tamil 
content of the DMK message wrould no longer be a handicap. Second, 
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the r.se of K. Karnaraj to the posihon of Congress leader and chief 
minister in the state largely defused the charge that Congress was a 
Brahmin vehicle. Karnaraj, a member of the formerly 'backward’, but 
upwardly mobile Nadar community presided over a regime that was 
characterized both by extraordinarily successful efforts at industrial 
development, and some quite notable innovations ia the area of social 
insurance (to be discussed later). Additionally, he was able to capture 
m some part of the mantle of Tamil regional pride and win support 
from the DK. The DMK began to emphasize distributional issues 
notably backward class reservations, to expand its base. Around this 
time, the themes of DMK films began to emphasize issues of poverty 
as much as anti-Brahminism, and in tltese-films starred future chief 
minister MGR. 

Contesting elections in 1957, the DMK rapidly established itsell as 
principal challenger to Congress in the state. From winning under 13 per 
cent of the vote in 1957, while contesting half the seats, the party grew to 
win over a quarter of the vote in 1962, while contesting over two-thirds of 
the seats. Furthermore, a DMK-Communist alliance won municipal power 
in the state’s two largest cities in 1959, while a DMK alliance with the 
Brahmin-led Swatantra Party in 1962 demonstrated that it was willing to 
be quite pragmatic in its quest for power. 

The party’s growth concerned the Congress leadership enough fos 
Karnaraj to volunteer to resign as chief minister in an effort to rejuvenate 
the Congress organization as president of the state unit. The panic ma; 
have been unnecessary: the 1962 elections showed the popularity ol 
Congress to be undiminished; the DMK’s expansion thus came mostly at 
the expense of minor parties and independent candidates. For the DMK to 
replace Congress, it needed to undermine the latter's claim to represent 
Tamil aspirations and the poor. Two events in 1965 and 1966 allowed this 
to happen. First, in 1965, riots erupted in the state over the central 
government’s decision to replace English entirely with Hindi for official 
purposes — and in examinations. Second, and more importantly, the drought 
and crop failures of 1965—6 caused widespread food shortages. 

The political consequences of food shortages require no expianation 
A word on the salience of the language issue in Tamil Nadu, however, is 
in order. The impact of this decision on the job prospects of educated 
Tamils would have been de vastating: along with one of the highest rates 
of literacy in the country, Tamil Nadu also had a wider gap between 
bilingualism in English and Hindi in favour of English than any other 
state (Swamy 1996b: 395). The state government’s decision under 
Kamaraj’s successor Bhaktavatsalam to order the police to fire on the 
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demonstrators leaving hundreds of middle class students dead, compelled 
a retraction by the centra! government, and permanently damaged the 
prestige of Congress (Das Gupta 1970: 236—7; Barnett 1976: 131—4), 

Ironically, the impact of these events was magnified by the prominent 
position occupied by leading Congressmen in national politics. Kamaraj, 
elevated to president of the national Congress organization in 1964, was 
the reputed kingmaker of the party in the mid-1960s; his rival, C. 
Subramaniam, chosen by Indira Gandhi to serve as food minister, was to 
become the architect of the Green Revolution. That Kamaraj, who had 
demonstrated the power to choose who would be prime minister, was 
powerless to prevent a policy he knew would be anathema to his state 
only underscored the complicity of the state Congress in the debacle. That 
the Union food minister could not provide his own state with food 
heightened the party’s impotence. 

In 1967, the DMK joined a grand anti-Congress coalition and 
campaigned on three issues-— preserving English as an official language, 
increasing state autonomy in economic decision making and providing 
cheap rice. The rice issue was critical: the party’s main plank was a promise 
to provide three measures of rice for one rupee, and DMK slogans mocked 
Kamaraj and Subramaniam by name for their inability to provide their 
home state with food. The DMK alliance won in a landslide, even though 
the Congress vote fell by only 4 percentage points, and both Kamaraj and 
Subramaniam lost their parliamentary seats.* 


Table 1 

PERFORMANCE OF CONGRESS AND DMK IN TAMIL NADU 
ELECTIONS, 1957-1967 



1957 

1962 

1967 



Congress 

DMK 

Congress 

DMK 

Congress 

DMK 

% of vote received 

45.3 

12.8 

46.1 

27. i 

41.4 

40.6 

% of seats contested 

100 

58.8 

100 

69.4 

100 

74.4' 

% of seats won 

73.7 

6.3 

67.5 

24.2 

2!. 4 

59.0 


Sources: Barnett (1976:41, 149; Tables 6-2; 6-6). Singh and Bose (1 98S; 42-4). 


* These slogans included ‘Kamaraj Annacki, Arasi Ennachi' (‘Elder Brother 
Kamaraj, what happened to thence?’) and ‘Subramania...Corit Podu’ (‘Subramaniam 
give as food,’) For an overview of the campaign see Barnett (1976: 136-7). 1 am 
indebted to my late father, P. M. Swamy, for these long forgotten slogans. 
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The DMK moved rapidly to make good on many of its long-standing 
promises. These included getting the state renamed from. Madras to Tamil 
Nadu, hosting the first World Tamil Conference, appointing a commission 
to recommend reservations for the backward classes, and forcing the 
centra! government to accept its decision not to have Hindi taught, even 
as a second languag.e. The promise to sell cheap rice was also 
implemented, although in a diluted form: rice was sold at one measure 
for one rupee. 

The party, however, appears to have had difficulty holding on to lower 
caste groups and the very poor from the beginning. Conflicts between 
middle status ‘backward class’, groups and former ‘untouchables’ are one 
frequently cited instance of such tensions.^ Annadurai’s death of cancer in 
1969 cast even greater doubt on the party’s hold on the poor. His successor 
M K. Karunanidhi, the party’s organizational genius, was popular within 
the party and among the backward classes, but did not have the mass 
appeal enjoyed by Annadurai or MGR. 

It is interesting to speculate about what might have happened to the 
DMK after Annadurai’s death had it faced a united Congress in the 
following elections. Fortunately for Karunanidhi, the Congress party split 
the same year. With the leading Congressman in the state, Kamaraj, aligning 
himself against Indira Gandhi, and the latter being left with a minorit> 
government at the centre, the DMK was presented with an opportunity to 
support the governing party in Delhi against a common foe. When, m 
1971, Indira Gandhi called early elections and campaigned on the famous 
slogan, ‘Remove Poverty,’ she supported the DMK without putting up a 
single candidate for the Tamil Nadu Assembly: the DMK was able to 
sweep the 197 1 state elections, winning 48.6 per cent of the total vote and 
184 seats in a house of 234.'^ 

As with later landslides, this supermajority only heightened internal 
fissures. In 1972 MGR, the film actor who was the DMK’s principal 
campaign draw as well as its treasurer, resigned from the party, charging 
Its top leaders with corruption and with betraying Annadurai’s ideals. He 
formed a new party, the Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam dedicated to 


‘ The most notorious instance was the massacre of scheduled caste labourers by 
landlords in Kilvenmani (Barnett 1976:. 257-60) to which the DMK government 
responded tepidly. While the DMK’s unwillingness to confront landlords was not more 
marked than that of otiier non-Communist parties. This ambivalence was in sharper 
contrast to its claim to represent all lower caste groups. 

’ The Congress (R) did not contest a single seat in the state assembly elections, and 
put up candidates for only nine of the thirty-seven parliamentary seats in the state. 
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the ideology of ‘Annaism!’’* Soon thereafter Sathiavani Mothu, the ordy 
woman and Dalit in the party’s top leadership, broke with the DMK 
accusing Karunanidhi of promoting a personality cult and charging the 
party with having betrayed the scheduled castes. She later joined the 

ADMK (Barnett 1976: 299-300; Forrester 1976: 293) 

Initially, observers underestimated the ADMK. Although the party 
demonstrated its strength in by-elections in 1973 and 1974, it was not 
until the state assembly elections of 1977 that it became clear that the 
ADMK had become the most popular party in the state.^ In a four-way 
-ontest between alliances led by the DMK, the ADMK, Indira Gandhi s 
Congress (R), and Kamaraj’s Congress (O), now merged into the Janata 
Party, the ADMK won a majority with just over a third of the vote.'" 


Table 2 

PERFORMANCE OF MAJOR PARTIES IN THE 1977 TAMIL N.ADU 
ASSEMBLY ELECTIONS 



ADMK 

DMK 

Congress 

Congress(O)/ 

Janata 

No. (%) of seats contested” 

200 (85.5%) 230(98.3%) 198 (84,6%) 233 (99.6%) 

% of total vote received” 

30.4 

24.9 

17.5 

16.7 

Vote % in seats contested" 

35.8 

25.9 

20.6 

18.6 

Vote % in 4- way races" 

34.5 

24.7 

20.5 

17.7 

No. of total seats won* 

126 

48 

27 

10 

% of contested seats won 

63% 

21% 

13.6% 

4.3% 


Thanclavan 19S7; 133; (b) Calculated from Government of Tamil Nadu, Public (Eiectiotis) 
Dept., Results on General Elections to Tamil Nadu Ugi.slative Assembly, 1977, 1930, 1934. 


*For details on the split, including on DMK factional disputes, see Barnett (1976; 
295-7) and Forrester 11976). ‘Annaism!’ is the title of an undated manifesto released 
by tile party at the time of the split. 

' In the Dindigul parliamentary by-election in 1 973, the ADMK won with over 52 
per cent votes against the Congress (O), DMK and Congress (R). The following year, 
in alliance with the Communist Party of India, it won an assembly by-eleetion in 
Coimbatore (West), a parliamentary by-election in the Tamil-speaking former Frencn 
enclave of Pondicheny, and uhe elections to the Pondicherry assembly (Thandavan 
1987: 125-30). Even more significantly, the DMK came in third behind Kamaraj s 

Congress (O) in all the by-elections. 

During the 1977 general elections held several months earlier, the ADMK had 
been allied with Mrs Gandhi’s Congress (R) and the alliance had swept the state. The 
Congress (I)’s defeat at national level caused the ADMK to abandon the alliance. 
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Thv. elections also point to tne weakness of the DMK and the continued 
survival of a considerable Congress coalition in the state. With the DMK 
receiving barely a quarter of the vote to the ADMK’s one-third, and the 
two claimants to the Congress mantle together polling more votes than the 
ADMK, one does wonder whether without MGR’s intervention Congress 
might not have won the state back. In the event, Congress was reduced to 
a third force in, the state — with the defection of many former Congress 
^0) leaders to the Congress (I) largely eliminating Janata and its successors 
from the state, while MGR went on to dominate Tamil Nadu politics until 
his death in 1987, winning elections in 1980 and 1984 decisively. 

Institutionaliaisng a Protection Populist Constituency 

MGR’s accession to power marked a shift in the politics of Tamil Nadu 
from one characteristically associated with issues relating to upward 
mobility to one in which social welfare policies became the hallmark of 
the state. MGR’s personal background is often said to have been responsible 
tor this shift; although from a high caste background, he had grown up 
poor owing to his father’s early death, and repeatedly pointed to his 
mother’s plight to explain his special concern for widows and abandoned 
women. Additionally, one can speculate, his background may have made 
him more receptive to an economic understanding of disprivilege as 
opposed to one emphasizing ascriptive origins. 

MGR used both targeting and substitution to shift the emphasis of social 
policy in the state. His administration displayed far greater ambivalence 
toward backward class reservations and such key intermediate social groups 
as farmers than had the Karunanidhi administration, in both cases 
attempting to limit benefits to the poorer members of the constituency, 
while downplaying the DMK's historic animus toward Brahmins and the 
north. The policies with which his administration was associated were 
instead, prohibition, conceived of as a policy to help poor women; the 
extension of minimal social security provisions aimed at particular groups 
with v/hom he had identified himself in his films— fishermen, rickshaw 
pullers, abandoned wives and widows; and a massive. feeding programme 
that came to be known as the Noon Meat Scheme. 

These patterns, however, were not uniform through his ten years in 
office. The elections of 1980, which dealt MGR both his biggest setback 
and his most impressive triumph, signalled a significant shift in strategy 
As in many Indian states, the elections of 1 980 were actually held in two 
stages. In national elections held in January, an alliance of the Congress 
and DMK won all but two of the state’s thirty-nine parliamentary seats 
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However, in state assembly elections held a few months later, after Indira 
Gandhi dismissed state governments opposed to her, the ADMK returned 
to power defeating the combined efforts of the next two largest parties in 
*he state with only minor allies. The ADMK’s votes by the constituencies 
it contested increased by almost 8 points, suggesting to many observers 
that there was a sizable swing vote which preferred Congress at the 
national level and the ADMK at the state level. 


Table 3 

PERFORMANCE OF MAJOR PARTIES IN THE 1980 PARLIAMENTARY AND 
STATE ELECTIONS 



ADMK 

DMK 

Congress 

lok SABHA' (Total Seats: 39, Turnout: 66.8%) 

24 

16 

22 

Number of seats contested 

Perceataae votes polled* 

25,4 

23.0 

31.6 

Number of seats won“‘ 

2 

16 

20 

Percentage votes received in seats contested 
ASSE^I8LY^Total Seats; 234, Turnout; 64.8%) 

42.9 

54.0 

48.4 

Number of seats contested 

177 

114 

112 

Percentage votes polled 

38.9 

22.5 

20.5 

Number of seats won (%) 

128 

38 

30 

Peixentage votes received in seats contested 

50.6 

49. J 

47.6 


SouiiCFS (a) Butler et al. 1991 ;253-63; (b> Singh and Bose 1988:44-3, 560-610. 
»One Lok Sabha scar was won by an independent. 


The 1980 elections had several long-term repercussions, all stemming 
in part from the insecurity MGR experienced on losing the 1980 
parliamentary elections. First, they resulted in a long-tem alliance between 
the ADMK and Congress based on a seat-sharing that allowed the ADMK 
to dominate at the state level, while reversing the position for the national 
elections. As a consequence, the elections of 1984 and 199 1 the second 
of these held after MGR’s death— resulted in huge, lopsided victories, in 
the latter case virtually eliminating the DMK from the legislature. Second, 
the years following 1980 saw a reduced willingness to directly challenge 
empowerment constituencies, and also increasing charges of corruption 
and administrative arbitrariness, MGR stepped up the social welfare 
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component of his policies inaugurating some of his best-known 
piograinmes during this period, and his administration also began to preside 
over an impressive economic turnaround. 

It is at this point that the question of who exactly constituted MGR’s 
constituency becomes critical. Annual opinion polls conducted by the 
Statistics Department of Madras Christian College demonstrate that, in 
keeping with MGR’s film image and his distinctive approach toward 
distributional policy, the ADMK developed an electoral support base 
markedly different from that of the DMK’s support base, drawing greater 
support from women and from the poorest segments of the population. 


Table 4 

PER CENT CITING MGR AS THE ‘LEADER ... YOU SUPPORT WITH 
YOUR WHOLE HEART’ FEBRUARY. 1983 


Men 

Women 

Age 

21-30 

Age 

51-60 

Illiterates 

College-educated 

40 

50 

52 

34 

57 

29 


Source: Siatewide Surveyx on Public Opinion, Dept of Statistics, Madras Christian College 


Another important factor in MGR’s success, however, was Karuna 
nidhi’s unpopularity. Opinion polls taken during MGR’s lifetime indicate 
some interesting patterns. MGR, of course, was the most popular leader 
m the state, consistently viewed favourably by 70 per cent of respondents, 
with at least 40 per cent expressing ‘strong support’. Karunanidhi was 
actively ‘opposed’ by half the electorate. As we will see, the DMK 
leader’s high negative ratings are confirmed by other data, and appear 
especially marked among women voters. This suggests that MGR’s 
constituency was not simply alienated from his film image but was 
already attracted to the DMK. 
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Table 5 

PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS MAJOR LEADERS, MGR PERIOD 


Date of Opinion Pol! and View MOR Mira/Rajiv Gandhi Karunanidhi 
Expressed 


February 1983 
Strongly Support 
Good Opinion 
Oppose 

February 1986 
Strongly Support 
Good Opinion 
Oppose 


46 

19 

20 

24 

50 

19 

25 

20 

52 

40 

28 

17 

30 

54 

26 

20 

6 

46 


SOC’RCE: Suitewide Sun’eys on 


Public Opinion. Dqri of Statistics, Madras Christian College. 


The Persistence of the Coalitions 

MGR’s death in December 1987 put to the test the question of whether his 
oopularity could outlast him. For several years the party had been publicly 
riven by factional disputes between MGR’s former co-star Jayalalitha, the 
Danv’s most popular public spokesperson, and his principal lieutenant 

mdorganiza/on^right-h.ndmanR.M.Veer.ppm.''ShonlyafterMGR's 

death the party split into two camps, one headed by Jayalalitha and the 
other, effectively controlled by Veerappan but formally headed by MGR’s 

widow Janaki. . i +■ 

The ADMK split encouraged the Congress party to contest the elections 

on its own for the first time since 1977, so that the state elections in January 
1989 were fought between four alliances, one led by the DMK and three 
by parties that had been in the MGR coalition in 1984-~Congress, and the 
Janaki and Jayalalitha factions of the ADMK. As a result the DMK alliance 
returned to power in a landslide with only a little over 30 per cent of the 

vote. 

>' Based on many news reports at the time. e.g. ‘Mayhem in Madras’, 7- 

npebruary 1988, pp. 16-18; ‘The Last Journey’, A.«de, l-lo January 1988, pp. 14 
is-Curtail'- ChaoTin AIADMK’. The Week, 3-9 January 1988, pp. 1 l-23t Wives 
Ind Lovers’, Sunday. 17-23 January 1988, pp. 26-34; and reports m The Hindu, esp. 
‘Who will succeed MGR’, 30 December 1987. 
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Table 6 

PERFORMANCE OF MAJOR PARTIES IN THE 19S9 
ASSEMBLY ELECTIONS 



DMK 

ADMK 

(layalalitha) 

Congress 

ADMK 

(Janaki) 

% of totalVotes 

33,4 

21.7 

20.2 

9.1 

Average vote % per candidate 

37,9 

24.5 

21,5 

11,6 

Seats contesKd 

202 

201 

215 

177 

Seats won 

151 

27 

26 

1 

Second place in 

47 

91 

62 

n 


Source: Ths Hindu ( International Edition), 4 February 1989, p. 9. 


The real story of the 1989 elections, however, lay in the stability of the 
vote patterns and the establishment of a clear heir to MGR’s mantle. Neither 
the DMK nor the Congress was able to improve significantly over its 
earlier vole base. More importantly, the layalalitha faction of the ADMK 
established clear dominance over the Janaki faction, and edged out 
Congress to become the second largest party in the state. The stability of 
the ADMK coalition, divided though it was between rival claimants, is 
demonstrated by the pre-election opinion poll conducted by The Hindu. 

There are three noteworthy facts about this opinion poll. First, there is 
very little difference between the vote percentages predicted for different 
parties when those parties are identified by party name, symbol and leader, 
indicating a high degree of awareness of the relevant configurations. 
Second, when the poll is compared to the actual results (above) it appears 
that undecided voters largely swung to the layalalitha faction of the 
ADMK— the one party whose predicted vote differed markedly from the 
actual outcome. Finally, whereas few of those polled volunteered a party 
other than the four main choices, many responded with a different chief 
ministerial preference, suggesting that party identity is stronger than 
leadership preference. 
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Table 7 

PARTY PREFERENCES PRIOR TO THE 1989 
ASSEMBLY ELECTIONS 


Preference for 
alliance led by 

When identified 
by 

Total 

Men 

Women 

DMK 

party name 

35.6 

40.0 

30.0 


CM candidate 

37.6 

42.2 

31.7 


party symbol 

35.5 

40.0 

29.7 

ADMK Jaya 

party name 

15.7 

14.0 

17.72 


CM candidate 

17.0 

14.9 

19.59 


party symbol 

15.5 

!3.7 

17.S 

CONGRESS 

party name 

25.1 

24.9 

25.5 


CM candidate 

24.S 

24.8 

23.5 


party symbol 

25.4 

25.1 

25.6 

ADMK Jajiaki 

party name 

11.9 

10.9 

13.2 


CM candidate 

12.3 

10.8 

14.2 


party symbol 

12.3 

11.3 

13.5 

Undecided 

party name 

9.8 

8.17 

11.86 


CM candidate 

0.02 

0.0 

0.0 


party symbol 

8.9 

7.4 

10.8 

Others 

party name 

1.9 

2.0 

1.8 


CM candidate 

8.92 

7.27 

10.96 


party symbol 

2.5 

2.5 

2.5 


Source Hirdu/APT Research Group, Public Opinion Poll, January 1989. Data used by courtesy of 
Mr N. Ram, Editor, Fromline. 


As this poll shows it was the Jayalalitha faction which inherited the 
gender gap opened up by MGR. Even more important is the strong evidence 
of a relative antipathy among women voters to the DMK which was even 
stronger than the preference of women for either ADMK faction. Both 
findings are borne out by booth-level voting data from sex-segregated 
booths gathered for two districts. 
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Table 8 

MEAN ADVANTAGE AMONG WOMEN VOTERS BY 
PARTY JANUARY 1989 ELECTIONS* 



ADMK-Jaya 

Congress 

DMK 

ADMK-Janaki 

Madurai-Rural 

5.4 (6/6) 

0.7 (6/6) 

-5.5 (6/6) 

-1.0 (4/6) 

Madurai-Urban 

7.2 (4/6) 

1.5 (6/6) 

-S.j (5/6) 

-2.3 (4/6) 

Tirunelvdi 

5.9 (4/8) 

1.2 (6/8) 

-5.6 (6/8) 

0.2 am 


* Vciie in woman’s booths minus votes in men's booths. Figures in parentheses indicate number ot 
constituencies contested, and number of constituencies for which data were avtdlable, respectively. 
Suuive: Booth-level results gathered from colleotorates of Madurai and Tiranelveli Kattabomman disuicts 
witli perniission from Public (Bections) Dept, Govt of Tamil Nadu. For constituency-wise details 
seeSwamy (1996bJ. 

Following these elections, Janaki retired from politics; the ADMK 
reunited under Jayalalitha’s leadership and re-established its alliance with 
Congress in time to sweep the November 1989 Lok Sabha elecdons, as 
well as the 1991 elections. The inability of the DMK to use its period in 
power to expand its base requires explanation. Of particular importance 
here are votes of women and the rural poor who, as opinion polls indicate, 
continue to be the strongest supporters of the ADMK since Jayalalitha’s 
return to power. Indeed, in the case of female voters, the gap appears to 
have widened even further. 

With respect to women, an important part of the explanation is clearl} 
the extraordinarily skilful use Jayalalitha made of a notorious incident in 
the state assembly, when.she was physically assaulted by a DMK member 
Jayalalitha used the incident in her campaign to depict the DMK as 
condoning violence against women, asking, in effect, Tf this can happen 
to me in the assembly, is any woman safe?’ This appears to have resonated 
with a general perception among women of the DMK as a misogynist 
party of ‘lumpen’ elements,'^ Additionally, the DMK sought to recoup 

The incident occurred when, following a heated discussion on the assembly floor 
Jayalalitha chose to stage a protest walk-out. One DMK legislator grabbed at the end 
of her sari, which was attached to her blouse by a safety pin, causing the blouse to tear 
slightly. During the campaign ADMK posters drew an analogy to a famous scene in 
the Hindu epic, the Mahabharata, in which the evil Kaurava princes attempt to strip 
the Pandava queen Draupadi in court. For discussions of the effect on the 1991 
campaign, see Manivannan (1992; 167); Suresh (1992; 2315). 
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revenue by lifting prohibition. It did also attempt to protect the poor from 
the effects of the policy by establishing a government monopoly over the 
production of native liquor to ensure its quality and sell it cheaply through 
government shops. While brilliantasapolicy solution, the picture of the 
government actively engaging in producing and selling liquor to the 
working class — rather than merely allowing it — was a public relations 
disaster, and appears to have contributed dramatically to the collapse of 
the party’s .support, particularly among women.’^ Reviving prohibition on 
country liquors was one of Jayalalitha’s first acts in office, shortly followed 
by a demand that the central government compensate Tamil Nadu for the 
loss in revenue.'^ 

More generally, the DMK’s efforts to cut back on some of MGR’s 
policies may have backfired. During its eighteen months in power, the 
DMK sought desperately to co-opt the ADMK’s support among the poor 
and women, while also pursuing its own agenda. Thus the party tabled the 
recommendations of the second Backward Classes Commission appointed 
by MGR, added eggs to the Noon Meal diet, and announced a number of 
social welfare programmes; however, the party also cut back on a number 
of measures intended to help the most vulnerable groups, particularly 
relating to food security. 

In addition to these difficulties, the DMK faced two handicaps in the 
June 1991 elections. The first was the growing unpopularity of the Sri 
Lankan Tamil militant group, tlte Liberation of Tamil Hgers Eelam (LTTE), 
tvhich was increasingly running criminal activities out of its camps. Charges 
that the DMK was allied with the LTTE led to the government’s dismissal 
Second, and closely related, was Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination in Tamil 
Nadu by LTTE militants. Given the fact that all opinion polls indicate that 
Rajiv had enjoyed considerable personal popularity in the state, the 
assassination is often held to have hurt the DMK even more and helped 
the Congress-ADMK alliance. Finally, there was the rise of a new party, 
the Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK), a vehicle for the ‘backward’ Vanniyar 
caste which demanded separate affirmative action quotas for itself. This 
replicated a recurring source of tension in the Dravidian rnovement, and 


" See reports in Indwi Express, 29 March 1990; and The Hindu, ] 1 March 5 
May and 15 June 1990. 

Among women, of course, this represents the ‘further erosion’ of support. Both 
Congress and the ADMK led protests against the policy. See The Hindu, 23 March 1 
April, 3 October and 29 November 1 990. and Indian Express, 24 April 1990. 

See The Hindu, 16 July and 19 July 1991. 

For details see Suresh (1992; 2313-15). 
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foreshadowed siniilar conflicts within the backward class category in 
rrorthern India,’’’' 

As a consequence, of all these factors, the DMK won only one assembly 
seat in the 1991 elections — Karunanidhi’s. By December 1991 , according 
to opinion polls, the party wa,s at its. weakest in a decade, and the ADMK 
appeared as strong as the DMK and Congress combined. While almost 30 
per cent of the electorate continued to declare themselves DMK supporters 
well over .half were now actively opposed to the party. By contrast the 
AD’MK’s support levels exceeded 43 per cent with an additional 22 pei 
cent declaring themselves sympathetic to the party. 

Table 9 

ATTITUDE TOWARDS MAJOR PARTIES DECEMBER 1991 


% of respondents in the 

poll sample 

ADMK 

Congress 

DMK 

Support 

43.1 

17,19 

29,59 

Have sympathy for 

22.1 

51.14 

11.72 

Oppose 

31.1 

21.79 

.52.7S 


This erosion in the DMK’s support was most marked among women 
support for the DMK was almost 14 percentage points lower among women 
than men, while for the ADMK it was 17 points higher among women. 


Table 10 

SUPPORT FOR MAJOR PARTIES BY GENDER DECEMBER 1991 



Percentage supporting 


ADMK 

Congress DMK 

Men 

36.8 

16.6 .34.5 

Women ■ 

53.2 

18.3 20.8 


Source: Suaewide Survm tm Public Opmhm, Dept of Statistics, Madras Christian Col tege. 


For the origins of this movement, see ‘Caste Clash, Indie Today, 15 Octobet 
1987, For the impact of the PMK on the DMK vote see Suresh (1992: 2316-17 and 
Table 1). 
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Levels of party support across other kinds of classifications demonstrate 
that ADMK support continued to be strongest among the weakest and 
most marginalized demographic categories in every dimension, while the 
DMK’s support was strongest in the middle categories, again in every 
dimension. Some variation appears at the relatively privileged end of the 
various categories, with the ADMK’s support sometimes dominant in some, 
while in others, it is the Congress which appears to have captured the 
‘top’ of the sandwich coalition. 

Thus, for example, the DMK’s support is strongest in small towns, 
while the ADMK is strongest in villages and hamlets. 

Table 1 1 

SUPPORT FOR PARTIES BY RESIDENCE DECEMBER 199! 


Percentage supporting 


Residents of 

ADMK 

Congress 

DMK 

Cities 

33.3 

27,8 

22,2 

Large towns 

43.2 

21.1 

24.2 

Small towns 

36.2 

19.3 

33.0 

Villages 

42.3 

17.6 

29.4 

Hamlets 

48.9 

12,4 , 

30.1 


SocmCE- Siatewids Survey.': nn Public Opinion. Dept of Statistics, Madras Christian Coiiege. 

Similarly the ADMK draws its strongest support among the illiterate 
arrd those with less than an eighth grade education, while the DMK is 
weakest among the illiterate. 


Table 12 

SUPPORT FOR PARTIES BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL 


Level of education Percentage supporting 



ADMK 

Congress 

DMK 

College 

35.2 

!4.4 

31.2 

9ih-12th grade 

36.0 

19.1 

32,3 

Upto Sth grade 

45.7 

15.1 

30.7 

Illiterate 

52,8 

17,5 

22.5 


SouFCE: Statewide Surveys on Fublic Opinion^ Dept of Statistics, Madras Christian College. 
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of soa^economc status suggosts that ® ® i-tiioator 
01, finghsh sourcos of mfonuation, ovemS f «'=luai.oly 

^ong those who read Tamil papers wil „ u* Congress 

4o DMK and ADMK was on?par ’hTa,” «PPor.7i 

--oo™hgsof.esocio_om,J:-MK^^^^^ 

Table 13 

"""“sssr— 0. 



Engfish papers 
Efiffish &. Tamil papers 
Tamil papers 
Radio 

Mope of the above 


Finally, support for parties by ocouoarioa ,w ■ 
inontasing support with *di„i„g socirte™ f'™' “ P«lom of 

iopporl concentrated in the middle f«the ADMK, wiUiDMK 
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With the DMK suffering yet another split in 1992, and Jayalaiitha 
mereasiogly appearing to adopt a Hindu nationalist stance. m.lttantTam.l 
nationalism appeared spent, at least as an electoral lorce.' As ,t turned 

out however in the 1996 elections, an alliance between a breakaway 
Congress faction and the DMK presented the ADMK. which was allied 
with the official Congress, with an electoral debacle comparable to the 

defeatsufferedby theDMKin 1991. r Anvnv 

There appear to be two major reasons for the collapse ot ADMK 
sunport. One was the break between Congress and the ADMK. Aithough 
the ADMK had succeeded in defeating an alliance of the DMK and 
Congress in the state elections in 1980, it was, as we have seen, a close 
efectloiv\he Con«ress-DMK alliance had swept parliamentary elections 
only a few months earlier. It is likely that the Congress provided at least 
the ‘top slice’ in the ADMK’s sandwich coalition and, given its own 
protection populist tendencies, might also have brought in new voters 
Indeed Jayalalitha’s efforts to publicly humiliate local Congressmen may 
have alienated Congress voters to the extent that when the latter broke 
away, rather than follow the national leadership's directive to renew the 
alliance prior to the 1996 elections, it is likely that they took most of their 


\ocers with them. ^ , 

A second factor is clearly the public displays of arrogance and 
corruption for which Jayalaiitha became notorious,-" Although allegations 
of arrogance and cormption were also levelled at MGR— as indeed at 
most successful Indian politicians— these acts were never performed m 
public. During her five-yeai' period in power, by contrast, Jayalaiitha 
became noted for the public sycophancy displayed by her party membeis 
and some younger leaders with their own support bases left the parly to 
f ound a rival ADMK once again.’’ Jayalaiitha also attracted international 
attention only a few months before the elecdon with a massive gala wedding 
for her adopted son, for which the entire city of.Madras was festooned 
While it was plausible to view this as a logical e.xtension of the ^ bread and 
circuses’ aspect of protection populism, and news reports did indicate 


'* For the background of the most recent DMK split, see Geetha and Rajaduiai 
[1993) On the other matters, Manivannan (1992) and Suresh ( 1 992). 

t'' For an account of the rift, see ‘Divorce Proceedings’, Today . 28 February 
1993 For the impact of the rupture on voters, see the India Today-MAKG opninn 
poll reported in Mdio Today. 15 April 1993 . For the split preceding the 1996 elections 
and its consequences, 1 have relied on daily reports from the online edition of The 
Hindu and reports can be found in any Indian newspaper or magazine ot this peiiod 
Details of the cormption charges levelled fay different parties can be found in 
‘Memo of Con-uptlon,’ Frontline, 9 October 1988, 

For example see “Larger than Life,” India Today. 1 5 November 1 994. 



Partes Poll cal I den es 3 

that poor voters had been brought into the city to enjoy the festivities 
there is reason, at least in. retrospect, to wonder whether a sizable segment 
of the ADMK voter base was not alienated. 


Corruption and Personalism 

The most troubling aspect of the ADMK’s legacy is perhaps its dealings 
with political institutions. There can be little doubt that ADMK 
governments under both MGR and Jayaialitha undertook a systematic 
assault on legal and political institutions. The MGR period was 
characterized by the well-publicized censorship of political critics ^ 
systematic police abuse and a remarkably well-coordinated system of 
massive kickbacks from the liquor industry. Authoritarianism and 
intimidation of opponents became even more pronounced under his 
successor. Early in Jayalaiitha’s administration, the government took 
measures to limit certain kinds of political expressions that, while outwardly 
onsnted toward public safety, were read by many observers as designed 
to limit her opponents’ ability to spread their message.^’ The notorious 
acid attack on a female civil servant by the name of Chandraiekha, was 
alleged by many to have been instigated by the ruling paity after Chan 
dralekha questioned orders regarding the sale of shares of a joint sector 
firm. This was followed by threats of criminal prosecutions against 
newspapers for printing the charges.^’* And under Jayaialitha, the use of 
police harassment was greatly expanded with the help of anii-ten-onst 
measures enacted to enable her government to remove Sri Lankan rebels 
from Tamil Nadu. More than these various kinds of assaults on civil libei 
ties, however, it was the cult of personality encouraged by both MGR and 
Jayaialitha that set them apart from many other state governments in India 
The high degree of personalization of the regime perhaps accounts for 


These were especially associated with ADMK Speaker of the Legislative 
Assembly, RH. Pandian. In 1987 Pandian jailed the editor of a respected Tamil weekly 
for publishing a cartoon that likened stale legislators to pickpockets and state miiiisteis 
to bandits (Tn the Wake of a Cartoon', Frontline, 18 April 1987; ‘Arresting Affat] 
India Today, 30 April 1987), A few months earlier he had disqualified three DMK 
egislators from the Assembly for participating in an anti-Hindi demonsn-ation in which 
a copy of the constitution was burned (‘Controversial ways of a Speaker'. Fnmdine 
I3"26 December 1986). 

' For details see ‘One Year of Jayaialitha Rule’, Frontline, 1 1 September 1992 
pp 5-12. Some of the specific measures included one to make political parties 
financially responsible for damage inflicted by the rallies they sponsored, and a bill 
prohibiting the posting of posters or bills on walls in the city confines, 

‘L’ Affaire Chandraiekha’, Frontline, 4 December 1992. 
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the most spectacular failings of ADMK governments — the massive and 
almost institutionalized level of corruption. While corruption in India is 
hardly limited to Tamil Nadu, the ADMK may well have regularized the 
solicitation of kickbacks in a way that was matched only by the Contress 
party at the centre. More iroportantlj', the uses to which at least some of 
this money was put appear to have been integral to the functioning of the 
party. Specifically, with the (partial) lifting of prohibition, the MGR 
government appears to have begun to receive a fixed cut of every unit of 
liquor sold in the state in exchange for which taxes on liquor were kept 
relatively low, while liquor prices were higher than in other states.--'' In 
effect, Ehatis, MGR — or the ADMK — privatized a portion of the effective 
excise tax on liquor in the state. In wondering w'here the money went 
one of the newspapers pointed to MGR’s reputation for personal gener- 
osity. While it is speculative, I would like to suggest that the point could 
be generalized: a great deal of funds siphoned off from private contribu- 
tors in this and other areas could well have funded the informal social 
insurance and charitable functions the ADMK is said to have engaged in 
(Dickey 1993). This pattern, loo, appears to have been expanded in the 
Jayalalitha period; while the Javishnsss of her foster son’s wedding 
attracted international attention, it is less often noted that much of the 
expense involved lavish gift giving. Reports in the New York Times that 
poor villagers were brought into Madras at Jayalalitha’s (or the party’s) 
expense only underscore the fact that the ADMK required money to carry 
out its self-appointed role as champion of the poor. 

It should be noted that these events do not negate the viability of a 
protection populist strategy. Pre-election opinion polls, which accurately 
predicted the outcome, also indicated that poor voters, and especially 
women voters, continued to support Jayalalitha, who greatly expanded 
the policies aimed at them. It does remind us, however, that the strength of 
electoral democracy as an institution lies precisely in the possibility of 
losing. Electoral setbacks in 1980 indeed sharpened MGR’s protection 
populism, although they also made him less willing to challenge powerful 
social groups. 


India Today, 31 January 1987. 
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explaining protection populism 

STRUCTURE, CULTURE, POLICY DIFFERENCES AND 
developmental performance 


V/hat accounts for the success of the ADMK coalition forged by MGR"? 
There are two aspects to this question: why didtheDMK, with its seemingly 
powerful rhetorical appeal to common folk fail to hold on to the poor; and 
what attracted the poor to the ADMK? 

The common belief that India’s idiosyncrasies render it unfit for 
comparative analysis is matched by an analogous proposition put forward 
by various authors that Tamil Nadu’s politics are the result of a social and 
cultural history that renders it distinctive wif/iin the Indian context These 
arguments point, in particular, to the importance of MGR’s film career in 
elevating him to power, the heightened salience of charity measures over 
structural reforms, and the importance of women voters to the party’s 
support base. In contrast, I argue that Tamil Nadu’s socio-economic 
structure made it more susceptible to protection populism, and that vertical 
conflict within empowerment constituencies made them vulnerable both 
to sandwich tactics and to the substitution of social welfare policies. These 
claims are substantiated below where I first trace the susceptibility of the 
politics of backward class reservations and sectoral agrarianism to 
sandwich tactics within these constituencies, including MGR’s use of these 
tactics to contain their demands, and then describe the major welfare 
policies initiated by ttie MGR regime. 

It should be noted at the outset that the policies of the MGR regime 
towards empowerment constituencies do not constitute a perfect case for 
the argument. Following his defeat in the 1980 national election, MGR 
reversed some of his efforts to target electricity subsidies to poor farmers, 
now electricity is provided virtually free to all farmers in the state at great 
cost to the State Electricity Board. Likewise, MGR reversed his attempts 
to eliminate certain castes from the backward classes list, but did maintain 
the policy of compartmentalizing reservations for the ‘most backward’ 
These shifts, however, do not appear to have been necessitated by the 
logic of electoral competition, since MGR did win the 19 SO state elections 
Rather, they appear to have been an exaggerated response, stimulated in 
part by the direct pressure tactics adopted by these constituencies rather 
than by their electoral strength. On the other hand, it was after the 1980 
elections that many of the most important social welfare policies were 
launched, and that economic development appears to have become a more 
important goal for the government. 
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Culture and Structure 


One attempt to give content to the notion of Tamil ‘e^cceptionalism’ in th^s 
regal'd is the idea that Tamil culture tvas historically more oriented towards 
a ‘idngly ’ model of political behaviour, suggesting that MGR’s popularity 
stemmed from the historic association between kingship and public lar&esse 
in the popular mind (Price 1989)/-’ It is possible to accept the charac- 
terization and even the proposition that this cultural model may resonate 
with the poor in Tamil Nadu without believitig that it explains much of 
anything: associating kingship with paternalistic obligation is hardly unique 
to Tamil Nadu, probably not even within India. It does not explain why a 
style of politics based on this kingly role arose in Tamil Nadu alone. 

Similarly, while the role of MGR in DMK politics has inspired scholars 
and journalists alike to attribute to the film medium alone quite 
extraordinary powers of hypnosis (e.g. Hardgrave 1971), his rise cannot 
be attributed simply to the transfer of film popularity to politics. In the 
first place, MGR carefully crafted his screen persona to match the role he 
would eventually adopt as a politician: that of heroic fighter against 
injustice, saviour of the poor and, above all, a gallant protector of women 
Moreover, at least in public, MGR w'ent to great lengths to live his screen 
role in real life. From the i95Cs on, MGR was associated with highly 
publicized acts of charity which reinforced — apd were reinforced by— 
his film image.^'^ Further, as we will see later, if the image persisted 
through his political career, it was in part because his policies sought to 
live up to it. That MGR’s popularity stemmed from the receptiveness of 
the audience to his message is made even more clear when we consider 
the nature of his films. 

The details of MGR’s film career have been discussed by Pandian 
(1992) and more briefly by Hardgrave (1973; 298-300). My intention 
here is to summarize the picture generally drawn of MGR films before 
adding a few caveats of my own; I then do the same with Jayalalitha’s 
films. These are suggested as hypotheses only. In general, three recurring 

A fuller exposition of this model — derived from the work of George Hart 

suggests that the institution of kingship was unusually important in Tamil society. One 
interesting, if irrelevant, piece of evidence for this, according to Hart (perso.nal 
comraumcation), is that even the words for god~andavan, kadavan, iraivan— are 
essentially a projection of the words for ‘king’ . To some extent this overlaps with tlie 
importance of Murugan worship to Tamil culture. (Murugan, depicted as the son of 
Shiva, IS normally identified with Karthik, but the differences in characteri.stics ascribed 
to the two, and in the importance attached to them, are so profound as to be meaningless.) 

for example, N. Kristanaswamy, ‘From Hero to Messiah, Step bv Step' 
Indian Express, 9 January 1988, 
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themes in MGR movies have been seen as politically significant: MGR as 
crusader against tyranny; MGR as champion of the poor — often combined 
with the first through a Robin Hood-style social bandit role-and MGR as 
the protector of women — as loyal son or husband, and chivalrous champion 
of women’s virtue. One additional theme, however, that is seldom com- 
mented on is the frequency with which MGR is depicted nnf as a member 
of [he working class himself, but as a member of the natural aristocracy to 
whom common folk look for leadership against usurpers (as inAyarathd 
Oruvan) , or even a dispossessed king of a blighted country out to rescue 
and restore a Golden Age (as in Nadodi Mannan ). 

The theme of dispossession lends itself to two possible interpretations 
that it is consistent with DMK ideology, representing the dispossession of 
Dravidians and that it represents MGR himself as dispossessed of his 
legitimate status as a high caste (non-Brahmin) Menon whose family had 
been reduced to poverty. In either case it would appear that MGR’s film 
role was less about resistance from below than about noblesse oblige, 
and may have resonated for that reason 

By contrast, I offer a somewhat different hypothesis about Jayalalitha s 
role. As many observers have remarked, Jayalalitha is an- unusual choice 
to lead the dominant faction of what was once the ‘Dravidian Movement’ 
Her background is urban upper middle class and Brahmin. That 
Jayalalitha’s close association with MGR was essential for her success is 
obvious. However, MGR had many heroines. Why was she the most 
popular — as it is generally acknowledged, she was becoming the highest 
paid female star in the 1960s and 1970s — and it would appear, the most 
memorable? Her political career was launched more than a decade after 
her retirement from films. To answer this, it might be worthwhile to look 
at her film character. 

One hypothesis, suggested to me by a few films starring MGR and 
Jayalalitha is that this actress was particularly popular, especially among 
women, because she was almost always depicted as assertive, even if m a 
traditional role.-® One remarkable movie that bears this out is Adimai Penn 


this context it is worth noting again tiiat even in the archetypal DMK movie 
Parasakthi. t’ e non-Brahmin hero is depicted not as a member of the ‘subaliem’ classes 
but as the scion of a wealthy trading family. 

® This interpretation was first suggested to me by a group interview with working 
class women associated with the Madras-based credit collective. Working Women’s 
Forum, in January 1989. In the view of many of these women — almost all of whom 
admitted to being MGR fans and ADMK partisans— Jayalalitha was preferable to 
Janaki because the latter was merely a ‘doll’ (bommai), providing a front for strongman 
Veerappan, while Jayalalitha was her own woman. 
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(Slave Women). In this movie MGR, the true heir to the throne has been 
imprisoned From childhood and is a mute. Most of the women in the country 
have been put to slave labour. Jayalalitha. a member of an underground 
resistance movement which rescues him, is given the task of making a 
man out of him. She initially nurtures him — literally cradfing his head in 
her arms and mothering him — ^then actually teaches him to fight and sends 
him to rescue the slave women. Later in the film the two are trapped by an 
evil queen — played by Jayalalitha in a ‘double role’ — whose hissing 
machinations they defeat together. 

With these observations in mind, I propose that a better explanation 
for the early salience of social insurance and welfare programmes for 
Tamil women, is that they arc objectively more vulnerable to loss of 
income owing to their greater exposure to market forces. Specifically, 
Tamil Nadu’s economy is characterized by monetization and wage labour 
to a greater degree than most Indian states, as well as by an extraord inarily 
high rate of participation by women in the wage labour force. This 
suggests that with the expansion of wage labour, particularly as Indian 
agriculture becomes more monetized, the welfare populist or social 
insurance issues that make Tamil Nadu seem so distinctive, will become 
more salient in other parts of India. 

Table 15 


WAGE EMPLOYMENT AMONG RURAL WOMEN IN TAMIL NADU, 
INDIA AND UTTAR PRADESH 



Year % of rural women classified 

as main workers 

% of rural women classified 
as main workers and as 
agricultural labourers 

Tamil Nadu 

1981 

27.9 

16.7 


1993 

32.9 

19.7 

India 

1983 

16.0 

8.0 


1993 

19.1 

9.1 

Uttar Pradesh 

1981 

5.9 

2,2 


1993 

9.4 

3.6 


SOUBCE: Census of InJia, 1991. 
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Policies 1: Vertical Conflict and Targeting 

One important precondition for the rise of protection populism is the 
existence of vertical conflict within empowerment constituencies and the 
use of sandwich tactics to exploit them. Efforts to split empowetmem 
constituencies are most evident in the signature issue of the Dravidian 
movement — reserved quotas for the backward classes. Tamil Nadu has 
had a long history of providing preferential treatment for communities 
considered ‘backward’ in the race for entry into English-language education 
and government jobs, beginning with tuition subsidies (‘fees concessions’ ) 
for Muslims and Oriya speakers in 1872 {Radhakrishnan 1990: 509). By 
1880 a dozen Hindu ‘backward communities’ were being granted similar 
concessions, a number expanded to forty-five in 1903-4. By 19' 3 
proposals were being made to extend educational concessions to a much 
larger list of ‘backward classes’ encompassing half the population (Irschick 
1986: 46). 

These concessions were sufficiently alluring to prompt changes m 
identity in order to gain, access to the concessions. A number of caste 
groups whose associations had been claiming Brahmin status redefined 
their status objectives in favour of ‘backwardness’, while the 1891 census 
reported a mysterious increase in the proportion of respondents declaring 
Onya as their mother tongue (Irschick 1986: 47-9; Radhakrishnan 1990 
509-19). The impact of the fees concessions, however, paled in comparison 
to the effects of caste-based quotas for entry into universities, professional 
colleges and public service. Demands for the latter were also qualitatively 
different in that they were explicitly directed ugamiv, a particular segment 
of the population, Brahmins, who had come to dominate government 
service and the professions. 

The introduction of caste-based quotas by the Justice Party in 1927 
inaugurated what was to become arecurring battle over defining who was 
truly ‘backward’ enough to merit compensatory discrimination. The Justice 
Party fixed quotas by caste category for appointment to all grades ot 
government positions, allotting five out of twelve seats, or 42 per cent, for 
non-Brahmin Hindus’ collectively, and a maximum quota for Brahmins 
of two seats out of twelve; there were no ‘open competition’ seats. The 
1 927 quotas also seriously underrepresented the Depressed Classes or 
‘Untouchable’ groups, allotting them only one out of twelve seats, and 
assigned quotas to two minority communities, Muslims and Anglo-Indians 
(GOI 1989: 164). By the early i930s, however, the Justice Party s 
preferential policies had come under attack from within the non-Brahmin 
category for being monopolized by elite non-Brahmin castes. In 1934 
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legislators belonging to lesser' agricultural caste clusters formed the Mad 
Provincial Backward Classes League, and presented to the governmenTa 
memorandum seeking to demonstrate the need for limiting preferential 
quotas to ‘Backward’ as opposed to ‘Forward’ non-Brahmin Hind'nv 
(Irschick I9S6; 74-7; Barnett 1976: 56^5). In 1947 this demand was 
finally granted in a revised ‘Communal Government Order’ which allotted 
two out of twelve seats to ‘Backward non-Brahmin Hindus’ and doubled 
the share of the Depressed Classes, largely at the expense of Muslims and 
Anglo-Indians. Shortly thereafter, however, the Supreme Court decreed 
That the practice of fixing quotas for all groups was unconstitutional 
reserved quotas were permissible only on the grounds of compensation 
for disadvantage, thus a substantial proportion of all seats would have to 
be allotted on the basis of open competition. A revised government order 
in 1954, accordingly, made provision for reservation only for ‘backward 
classes’ and the constitutionally specified ‘scheduled castes and tribes ’ 
who were given 25 per cent and 16 per cent respectively. All others 
including the ‘Forward’ non-Brahmin Hindu castes were henceforth 
assigned to the open competition category (GOI 1980; 165), 

Following the declaration that only ‘backward’ castes could be given 
preferential quotas, vertical conflicts turned on whom to include in the 
‘backward’ category, and whether to further compartmentalize this category 
by creating quotas for the ‘most backward’ castes. Here the DMK, which 
has championed ‘backward caste’ reservations singe the 1950s, has been 
notably resistant to the further compartmentahzation of the category By 
contrast, both the Congress and the ADMK have consistently shown 
willingness to target reservations within the backward category, on both 
income and caste criteria. Thus the Kamaraj government introduced 
separate reservations for the ‘most backward’ castes by dividing large 
clusters into ‘forward’ and ‘backward’ subcastes. In 1970, the DMK^'which 
had appointed the first Tamil Nadu Backward Classes Commission rejected 
Its recommendation that access to reserved quotas be limited to those with 
m annual family income under Rs 9000 but accepted a proposal to expand 

cut-off was subsequently implemented by 
MGR m 1979 but withdrawn in the wake of DMK-led demonstrations. 
Two years later the administration appointed a second Backward Classes 
Commission. The report submitted by this body was ignored by the MGR 
government and finally submitted to the legislature by the second 

Karunanidhigovernment of 1989-91 (Radhakrishnan 1989 ; 1265 ). 

Internal conflicts within the ‘backward class’ category, however, 
continue to undermine the DMK. As we have seen, an important reason 
or the drop in the DMK vote in 1991 was the emergence of the PMK or 
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Policies 2: Protection Policies as a Substitution Tactic 

We have seen that a major difficulty faced by the Dravidian movement 
both as a cultural nationalist party and as a movement of the backward 
castes has been that these issues have not had immediate relevance for the 
majority of voters. Welfare and social reform policies played an important 
role in winning electoral support since at least the 1930s, first for the 
Congress and then for the ADMK. Indeed, Tamil Nadu has been something 
of a pioneer in these areas in the Indian context, with all parties promoting 
welfare schemes. 

The general pattern is as follows; Congress in the 1930s first introduced 
issues with an indirect social insurance content; in the 1950s and 1960s, 
the Kamaraj administration introduced some important general social 
welfare policies; the Karunanidhi government of the 1960s and 1970s 
added to these some selective measures aimed at specially targeted 
populations, mostly introduced after MGR left the party; under the MGR 
regime there was a marked shift in favour of more broad-based measures 
aimed at women and vulnerable occupational groups that had been 
associated with MGR ’s image as protector in the past. The second 
Karunanidhi government of 1989-91 sought in fact to cut back on some 
of these while substituting a few more highly visible and selective meas- 
ures — and lost. In the areas of social insurance, prohibition, and food and 
nutrition policy, MGR built on initiatives undertaken by the Kamaraj 
government. 

Although, as in most places, social insurance in Tamil Nadu is strongest 
for the organized sector, Tamil Nadu has long been noted for measures 
aimed at providing minimum levels of social insurance to the ‘poor- in 
general’ (Guhan 1989: 9-13). The first such measure was a pension 
programme for the destitute elderly introduced by the Kamaraj government 
in 1962, to which the DMK government of the 1970s added disability 
payments for the handicapped, a contributory social security programme 
for weavers, and monthly pensions for destitute widows in the 1970s 
(Guhan 1989: 9-13). This period, following MGR’s defection, also saw 
Karunanidhi initiate a number of highly visible charitable measures, such 
as opening free eye clinics and distributing cycle-drawn rickshaws to 
rickshaw-pullers (Forrester 1976). 

As is common, the effort has been to define some of the poor as 
deserving of special assistance (Skocpol 1992), but the definition of these 
groups has been broader under MGR, with special emphasis on women 
and the very poor. Thus the MGR administration introduced accident rebel 
programmes for fishermen, sewage workers and other low status 
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occupational groups. Even more notable is the greatly expanded eligibility 
of women for pensions: besides lowering the age of eligibility for old-age 
pensions from 65 to 60, the MGR government extended pensions to 
abandoned wives over the age of 30 gnd lowered the age of eligibility for 
widows to 40. 

Apart from these formal social security measures, the regime greatly 
expanded the use of ad hoc disaster relief provided from the chief minister s 
relief fund, as well as from party funds. Both facts have been tied to the 
prevalence of kickbacks in the MGR regime, a subject to which I will turn 
shortly. In addition, the concern evident for poor women in these changes 
was, of course, the ostensible source of his two most famous policies — 
prohibition and the Noon Meal Scheme. 

That MGR’s approach to poverty was paternalistic rather than 
empowering comes out most clearly in the twists and turns of liquor policy 
under his regime. Tamil Nadu is not unique in presenting the prohibition 
of alcohol as a measure to aid poor women: the temperance movement m 
the United States made similar claims, while the issue has become 
increasingly popular in other Indian states. MGR’s approach to prohibition 
however, was distinctive in his .willingness to delink this social welfare 
concern from a broader moral argument for it. 

Prohibition was first introduced in the 1930s by a’Congress ministry in 
accordance with Gandhi’s wishes and was consistently supported by Tamil 
Nadu leaders, including E. V. Ramasami, Kamaraj, and Annadurai, During 
the early 1970s, Tamil Nadu was one of only two ‘dry’ states in.the country 
Shortly after the 1971 elections, however, prohibition was lifted by the 
Karunanidhi government in an effort to raise revenue from liquor taxes 
This became one of the few identifiable policy differences between 
Karunanidhi and MGR in the period leading up to the 1972 split (Barnett 
1976: 294-5), A promise to reintroduce prohibition formed an integral 
part of the ADMK’s first manifesto. This promise was realized by the 
Congress government during the Emergency. Subsequently, however, Tamil 
Nadu witnessed repeated shifts in policy, often stimulated by the 
proliferation of illegal distilleries, associated deaths from adulterated illegal 
liquor, and the desire to recoup revenue. MGR himself lifted prohibition 
in 1981, only to reintroduce ‘partial prohibition’ in 1986. The Karunanidhi 
government lifted it again in 1989 only to have Jayalalitha campaign on a 
promise to reintroduce it in 1991. What is important, however, is that 
especially under MGR, both the lifting and reimposition of prohibition 
were undertaken in ways that emphasized its importance as a social welfare 
issue, aimed at protecting the livelihoods of poor families and the physical 
security of poor women, rather than as a moral one. Two interesting patterns 



4 JlRUN R SW^iNY 

illustrate this: first, the periodic reimposition of prohibition is increasingly 
accompanied by attempts to preserve the access of the middle and upper 
classes to alcohol; second, the removal of prohibition tends to be 
accompanied by visible measures to compensate for the presumed loss of 
income to working class families. 

The first tendency, preserving the access of the middle classes to alcohol 
led to the liberal issuing of drinking permits on medical grounds in the 
1970s and early 1980s, and the proliferation of 'per™ t rooms’ (bars open 
only to those with permits). This class bias was made even more explicit 
m 1986. when the MGR government introduced ‘partial prohibition^ — 
only the production and sale of native or ‘country’ liquors favoured by the 
poor was prohibited, not the ‘Indian Made Foreign Liquors’ (IMFL) 
consumed by the elite. Indeed, throughout the 1980s, the granting of 
licences to distil IMFL was accompanied by charges of massive 
corruption.^' The second principle, compensatory measures to offset the 
presumed welfare effects on the poor, was even more dramatic as it resulted 
m the most famous of MGR’s welfare programmes, the Noon Meal Scheme 

As we have seen already, the politics of food have played an important 
and continuing role in Tamil Nadu politics, from the Kamaraj governmern s 
school lunch programme, introduced in 1956, to the DMK’s promise to 
provide three measures of rice for one rupee. In part, this may be because 
of historically high levels of malnutrition in the state, which led to the 
involvement of international aid agencies by the late 1960s. During the 
MGR period, two important nutrition intervention programmes were 
initiated,'’^ 

The first of these, the Tamil Nadu Integrated Nutrition Project (TINP), 
was a World Bank-funded tai'geted nutrition intervention programme for 
weaning infants started in the early 1980s (Harris’ 1986; 2-3), It seeks to 
deliver vital nutrients to the infant at a critical stage of development at 
low cost. Still in effect, it has been widely hailed as a major policy success 
and held up as a model. 

This is in sharp contrast to the far more ambitious and expensive 


See 'High and Dry!’, Tke Week, 1 1-17 January 1987, pp. 26-7, for an account of 
»his measure. Also ‘Hooch Watch’, The Week, 25 February 1990, pp, 18-19, and 
Prohibition: The Finishing Stroke', Business India, 16-29 April 1990, pp. 21-2. for 
overviews of prohibition in Tamil Nadu. . 

This section draws on Vasantha Surya,.‘Taming Hunger: Tamil Nadu’s Nuhitious 
Meal Scheme’, Trourfine, 20 January—2 February 1990; Harris (1986, 1991);Devadas 
(1986): interviews with public officials charged with the implementation of the 
programmes conducted in 1991; and conversations with C. Atmadurai of Madras 
Institute of Development Studies. 
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programme with which the MGR regime is more commonly associated 
the Chief Minister’s Nutritious Noon Meal Programme or, as it is popularly 
hnown. the Noon Meal Scheme. Announced by MGR in 1982, the 
programme greatly expanded the coverage of the earlier school lun>..h 
programme by providing the service year-round, rather than Just during 
the 200 days of the school year, and by including all children above the 
age of two rather than merely school-age childreniln addition, the expanded 
programme involved a conscious effort to appeal to working class women 
The Noon Meal Centres provide day-care facilities (‘creches’ or balwadis) 
for working class women. Indigent widows and the elderly were also 
eligible for food at the Centres, and most importantly, by requiring that 
employees be poor wesmen, the programme doubled as an employment 
programme (Harris 1986; 4). 

That the funding for the programme in its initial years almost exactly 
matched the revenues from lifting prohibition may be a coincidence 
Nonetheless, the link between the two measures was unmistakable; as 
Barbara Harris has pointed out, the Noon Meal Scheme virtually sought 
to compensate at the level of the household for calories lost by working 
class children and mothers to their fathers’ drinking habits ( 1986; 170-1 
1991), 

The programme has been extremely controversial politicallv 
condemned as an instance Of the developmentally dysfunctional character 
of MGR’s populism and admired as an effort to provide for the poorest in 
society.’’-’ Among the criticisms is the expense of the programme — 
especially compared to the TINP, and the charge that it diverts food from 
the Public Distribution System (Annadurai 1988; 38-9). The short-lived 
Karunanidhi administration attempted to cut costs by, among other 
measures, eliminating tlie elderly and widows from the programme m 
order to restore its status as a school lunch programme. 

A case could be made, of course, that such measures would be beneficial 
to the poor in the long run by allocating funds to long-term developmental 
needs. I will not attempt to adjudicate this debate on the relative merits of 
the Noon Meal Scheme over other food enhancement strategies, except to 
observe that for this essay the real question is whether the general emphasis 
on the politics of food can be shown to have had an effect, at least enough 
to explain, voters’ support for MGR.^* I therefore turn to a consideration 
of development performance. 

’’ Janaki Venkataraman, The Noon Meal Mess; Is There Hope?’, Aside: The 
Magazine of Madras, 1-15 April 1987, 

See Devadas (1986) for an early positive assessment. 
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Development Performance 

The success of the MGR regime is due in large measure to the relatively 
much better performance of the state during the 1980s both on general 
economic growth and on human development indices. Most surprisingly, 
in sharp contrast to the claims of most critics, when measured against the 
record of other large Indian states, Tamil Nadu’s record on the dimensions 
of economic performance that critics imply were neglected — economic 
growth and investment in social infrastructure — is remarkably good. 

The record on infrastructure is important to emphasize since arguments 
about the dysfunctional aspects of ‘populist’ subsidies focus on this issue. 
While power generation has, indeed, lagged, during the MGR period the 
state acquired by far the most extensive paved road network in the country. 


Table 16 

PERFORMANCE ON ROAD-BUILDING, TAMIL NADU AND 
ALL-INDIA, 1982, 1988 


Roads (km)/ Surfaced roads Roads (km)/ Surfaced roads 
1000 kin2 (km)/1000 1000 (km)/1000 

fcm2 inhabitants inhabitants 



1982 

1988 

1982 

1988 

1982 

1988 

1982 

1988 

Tamil Nadu 

784.0 

1283.6 

445.8 

814,8 

2.1 

3.4 

1.2 

2.2 


(2) 

(2) 

(3) 

(1) 

(5) 

(2) 

(2) 

(2) 

All-India 

453,3 

575.9 

207,8 

270,1 

2.2 

2.8 

1.0 

1.3 


SouxcE: Statistical Pocketbook of India, 1990- Figures in parentheses denote rank among 15 major 
states. 


Additionally, between 1980 and MGR’s death in 1987, Tamil Nadu 
experienced one of the better rates of growth in per capita income among the 
major states. Per capita state domestic product (SDP) increased from 92 per 
cent of the all-India average in 1980-1, placing Tamil Nadu sixth among 
major states, to slightly above the national average in 1987-8 (GOT 1990: 8- 
9). Two different estimates of compound annual growth in real per capita 
SDP both demonstrate that Tamil Nadu’s growth rate accelerated during'ihe 
1980s. 


« 1^(5 
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Table 17 


COMPOUND ANNUAL RATES OF GROWTH OF STATE DOMESTIC 
PRODUCT, TAMIL NADU AND ALL-INDIA, 1970^92 



Ahluwalia’s estimate 
(real SDP) 

CMiE’s estimate 
(Real SDP per capita) 


197Q/1^ 1980/1 

1980/1-1985/6 

1970/1-1980/1 

1980/1 -1991/2 

Tamil 

Nadu 

2.8 

6.9 

0.05 

2.92 

AlWndia 

3.7 

5.0 

0.96 

3.00 


Sources: Ah!uwa!ia(!?9l;!6); and CMIE (1989; 1994; Table lO.S). 


It is, however, in its performance on social indicators that the MGR 
government really shines. Here, figures on malnutrition rates show 
interesting patterns: while the proportion of people who suffered no 
malnutrition in Tamil Nadu did not diminish much over the period, the 
proportion of those suffering from severe malnutrition fell dramatically 
especially when compared with other states. 


Table 18 

TRENDS IN M ALNUTRJTiON LEVEL BY STATES 


state 

% norma! 

% with ‘mild’ 
malnutrition 

% with 

‘moderate’ 

malnutrition 

% with 'severe' 
malnutrition 


1975- 

1988- 

1975- 

1988- 

1975- 

1988- 

1975 - 

1988- 

Andhra 

9 

90 , 

9 

90 

9 

90 

9 

90 

Pradesh 

6,1 

8.7 

32.4 

39.5 

46.1 

44.3 

15.4 

7.5 

Gujarat 

3.8 

7.3 

28.1 

33 .9 

54.3 

45.8 

13.8 

13.0 

Karnataka 

4.6 

4.8 

31.1 

38.1 

50.0 

48.8 

14,3 

8.3 

Kerala 

Madhya 

7.5 

17.7 

35.7 

47.4 

46.5 

32.9 

10.3 

2.0 

Pradesh 

Maha- 

8.4 

17.7 

30.3 

27.4 

45.1 

3S.9 

16.2 

16.0 

rashtta 

3.2 

6,7 

25.4 

38.0 

49.5 

47.5 

2i.9 

7.8 

Orissa 

15 

8.1 

35.9 

34,6 

41.7 

46.6 

14.9 

10.7 

Tamil Nadu 

6.2 

8,0 

34.2 

42.0 

47.0 

45.8 

12.6 

4.2 


Source: National Nutrition MDnjtorjngBureau,'l991t 55-70. 
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Even more impressive is the decline in infant mortality rates. Once 
among the highest in India, the Under Five Mortality Rate (U5MR) 
had declined to 5 9 deaths per 1 000 by the 1 990s, compared to a national 
average of 73, while a Capability Poverty Measure (computed on th^ 
basis of indicators of malnourishment) gave Tami! Nadu the second 
best ranking (Dev and Ranade 2997; 70-1). Similarly, a computation 
of the Human Development Index (HDI) for Indian states around 1 987 
placed Tamil Nadu among the handful of Indian states which were 
near or above the threshold for middle income states (Shiva Kumir 
i995.). 

These scattered pieces of evidence do not prove conclusively that 
Tamil Nadu turned it.s developmental record around in the i980s Nor 
do they explain the improvement in macroeconomic indicators They 
do suggest, though, that the poor of Tamil Nadu had sound materia] 
reasons to vote loyally for the ADMK, and that this may not have been 
the disaster that many have claimed it was. 

In contrast to its reputation as an outsider to the mainstream of Indian 
politics, Tamil Nadu has been a pioneer, anticipating trends in the rest 
of the country. One obvious example is in the area of preferential quotas 
(‘reservations’); the use of broad caste labels denoting ‘the common 
people’, including ‘non-Brahmin’ and ‘backward class’, the 
introduction of reservations for employment for these groups, and the 
subsequent conflicts over internal differentiation among backward 
classes were all anticipated in Tamil Nadu.” Equally important were 
the politicization of language by newly literate groups, and the first 
appearance in India of a facers’ movement organized around sectoral 
issues rather than distrifaudon of land. On the other hand, a number of 
social insurance and other welfare measures which are becoming 
increasingly popular in other parts of India were pioneered in Tamil 
Nadu, first by Congress and then by the ADMK, prominent among 
them old age pensions and a universal school feeding programme 
These various measures, however, were the products of two very 
different styles of politics which result from an area in which Tamil 
Nadu is unique among Indian states: it has experienced two-party 


On this issue, ‘the south’ might actually be more accurate, since die easiest 
development of these issues was in multilingual Madras Presidency, and the princelv 
state of Mysore experienced parallel developments. The first use of the term ‘non 
Br^mm was of course, in Bombay (Omvedt 1976) but this was before electoral 
politics got under way, and my understanding is that the party that lays ciaim to this 
kgacy, the Peasants and Workers Party has never been a major force, in part because 
of the emergence of Maratha dominance within Congress (Lele 2981), 
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electoral competition for seventy years. Between 1917 and 1935, the 
Justice Party, a regional party representing well-to-do segments of 
agricultural and commercial caste groups, challenged the India i 
National Congress for the support of politically articulate social groups 
within the British Indian province of Madras, the core of which was 
formed by the Tamil-speaking districts that now constitute Tamil Nadu 
Contesting elections held under a very limited franchise, which the 
Congress usually boycotted, the Justice Party faded out of existence 
when the expansion of the franchise in 1935 led to decj.sive Congress 
Victories. Twenty years later, however, a descendant of the Justice Party, 
Lhe Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) challenged Congress 
hegemony in the Tamil state and, in 1967, succeeded in permanently 
displacing Congress from state power. The DMK, in turn, split in 1972 
and the state has since been characterized by a contest between the 
DMK and the ADMK. 

These facts make Tamil Nadu an ideal case to test the hypercompe 
tition model of political violence because it is often presented as an 
extreme case of the pitfalls of Indian party competition. Like arguments 
that Indian parties are incoherent collections of personalistic factions, 
regional parties of Tamil Nadu have been treated as so ideologically 
indistinguishable that their record in office can be treated as that of a 
single party (Washbrook 1989). Likewise, authors making the argument 
that ‘competitive populism’ has led to ‘demand overload’ often point 
to the Tamil Nadu case as paradigmatic: in most accounts electoral 
competition in the state has led to the steady expansion of preferenfial 
quotas for the backward classes, subsidies for farmers and other fiscally 
wasteful handouts, while reversing the developmental gains of the 
preceding Congress party administration and leaving untouched the 
structural inequities that sustain poverty. 

The argument that the DMK and ADMK are merely personal factions 
of a single Dravidian movement ignores the fact that the latterS 
emergence replicates a critical feature of similar splits in the history 
ol the movement since 1916: attempts to unite the majority of Tamils 
against a common enemy by addressing them as a single category 
repeatedly failed because, first, some newly mobilized groups viewed 
themselves as relatively more disprivileged and, second, because the 
poorest voters responded to other parties' promises to address their 
basic needs. 

More importantly, it is increasingly becoming clear that the MGR 
government’s record on delivering material benefits in the form of 
growth and poverty alleviation was considerably belter than that of 
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most Indian states, suggesting that the absence of political violence in 
the state is ultimately the result of at least some of the attributes of 
?aod government, themselves the product of competition. As parties 
in the rest of India adjust to a competitive environment it is not 
impossible that they will likewise develop stable constituencies and 
pro^^rammes to serve them. This is an aspect of institutionalization 
thaUesults from increasing competition that students of Indian politics 
would do well to consider. 
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with a quick glance in the rear view mirror in order to examine some 
important factors that rendered the foundations for democracy in JK so 
fragile: then we shall proceed to the events surrounding the replacement 
of democracy by violence in the 1980s, 


DEMOCRACY IN JAMMU AND KASHMIR ON' A DETOUR 

Considering the traumatic events of the partition and the incomplete nature 
of the settlement at the time of accession, it is quite understandable why 
so many authors emphasize historical roots when trying to explain the 
conflict in JK (see, for example, Rizvi 1992: 49-5 1 ;■ Cheerna 1992: 94-7 
Varshney 1992: 194; Lamb 1991, 1994). But it should also be stressed 
that no other state in India had to wait as long for democracy. The poor 
record of democracy in JK was characterized by the constant rigging of 
elections and by various forms of central government interventio'n which 
prevented the development of fair and autonomous political competition 
between parties. 

While elections were held in most parts of the country from 1952 
onwards, the first Vidhan Sabha (state legislative assembly) elections in 
JK were held only in 1962, while the first Lok Sabha (naiionaJ assembly) 
elections did not take place until 1967. It also appears that most elections 
held in JK before the mid-1970s were fraudulent in various ways. In the 
constituent assembly elections of 1951, candidates belonging to the 
regional Kashmiri opposition party, the JK National Congress (NC), won 
all seventy-five seats. The journalist and Congress (1) politician. M. J. 
Akbar, speculates that the results were accepted only because of the clearly 
widespread support for Sheikh Abdullah (Akbar 1991: 138-42; see also 
Ganai 1984: 1.6; Verma 1994; 38-42; Varshney 1992: 212; Lamb 1991; 
192-3). The Praja Parishad Party, an opposition party dominated by 
landowning Hitidus in Jammu, had no choice but to accept the illegal 
rejection of their candidates. 

Equally corrupt electoral practices were to plague the state for the 
following twenty-five years, although they were employed mainly by the 
central government under Congress party rule. Rigging, however, was not 
the only factor that hindered democratic development. The wars in 1947, 
1965 and 1971 made JK the most sensitive border state in India; as a 
result, the Congress-led central government viewed any political opposition 
in the state with increasing suspicion and used various means to curtail its 
freedom. Although Jawaharlal Nehru had been a close friend of Sheikh 
Abdullah, the leader of the NC, distrust crept in during the early 1950s 
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amidst fears of the secession of JK. At this time NC leaders were divided 
on the question of accession. Before Independence, Bakshi Ghulam 
Muhammad had been one of the closest aides to Sheikh Abdullah, but 
the !950s the two leaders were pulling in different directions. Strengthered 
by the popularity following extensive land refoms, Sheikh Abdullah begarj 
increasingly to advocate far-reaching provisions to guarantee the autonomy 
of the state. Although plans for making JK an 'Eastern Switzerland’ ma% 
not have been considered viable, and the option of joining feudal Pakis an 
was quickly rejected, Abdullah’s policies were often interpreted by the 
central government as disloyalty to the Indian Union. Bakshi Ghulam 
Muhammad, on the other hand, supported a more comprehensive form ol 
integration of JK with India. Consequently, he was rewarded for his position 
by increased support from the central government, whereas Sheikp 
Abdullah was arrested in 1953. White Abdullah was in jail, Bakshi GhuLm 
Muhammad was installed as prime minister of JK. In 1 964 Sheikh Abdullah 
was released, but only a year later he was again arrested and detained lor 
thirty months on suspicion of supporting a separatist agitation (Akbar 1 99 1 
1 59-69).' Amendments that further integrated the constitution of JK w uh 
that of the rest of India were passed during the 1950s and i960s, and the 
NC was practically converted into a regional branch of the Congress party 
(see Puri 1993: 31). These events were a major cause of frustration in the 
Valley and the turmoil they created was used by Pakistan to justify its 
military attack on India in 1965 after the Hazratbal crisis (Lamb 199 i 
258-60, chap, 12). Nevertheless, the frustration did not necessarily translate 
into sympathy for Pakistan. Instead, much of the political opposition and 
us discontent were channelled through the Plebiscite Front founded b\ 
Mirza Afzal Beg in 1955, and after the Shimla Accord of 1972, it was 
used to resurrect the ‘old’ NC with Sheiklr Abdullah as its leader,’ Finally 
m 1977, the first free and fair elections w'ere held in JK, with the NC and 
the Congress party contesting as political equals. After a long detour JK 
was finally on the road to democracy. 


■ After the release of Sheikh AbduHah in 1964 it looked, fora while at least, as it the 
Kashmir problem would be solved. Jawaliarla! Nehru developed friendly relations w nh 
Sheikh Abdullah, who was sent to Pakistan to invesdgaie the possibility of negotiauons 
on the Kashmir question. Tragically, Nehru died before any agieement was reached 
between India and Pakistan. Sheikh Abdullah wa.s released from prison in 1968 out 
excluded from the state from January 1971 to June 1972 {Verma 1994: 48-9). 

’ This should not be confused with .Amanullah Khan’s Plebiscite Front that became 
the Kashmir National Liberation Front, and later the Jammu and Kashmii' Liberation 
Fiont (JKLF). According to Lamb it is possible to regard Amanullah Khan’s organiz non 
as an ‘informal offshoot’ of Beg’s Plebiscite Front. See Lamb (1991: 292). 
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THE DEMOCRATIC BREAKTHROUGH OF 1977 

Indira Gandfii and Sheikh Abdullah are often given credit for initiating 
the democratization process in JKin 1975.^ A different picture, howevei- 
is painted by some others including Balraj Puri, a foi-mer NC member 
and Bhim Singh of the local Panthers Party in JK, who emphasize the role 
of Morarji Desai, who was prime minister when elections were held in iho 
summer of 1977,^ Trying to find a base for support in the north after its 
defeat in the Lok Sabha election in March 1 977, the Congress fl) increased 
its efforts to capture votes in JK. Desai, however, took important steps to 
strengthen security in JK so that fair elections could be held. Accordino to 
Bhim Singh, ‘Morarji Desai openly declared that anyone who would 
attempt to pursue some form of rigging would be severely punished, and 
this was quite effective.’* The NC secured a majority in the assembly with 
47 seats out of 75. The Janata Party and Congress fl) won 13 and 1 1 seats 
respectively, while the Jamaat-e-Islami finished with only 1 . 

It seems that in order for democracy to reach JK, the Indian Natitmal 
Congress first had to be removed frotn power at tire centre. From the 
perspective of Jaw'aharial Nehru and Indira Gandhi, the sensitive border 
state was not yet ready for democracy. Building Indian nationalism and 
expanding democracy at the same time tended to be regarded as 
incompatible goals; this reasoning appears to have been appHed to the 
case of JK in particular. An autonomous political oppo.sition was regarded 
as a hindrance to integration and development, and in the view of the 


For exnrppk, Akbar argues that Indira Gandhi and Sheikh Abdullah set the state 
on course for democracy as early as in 5975 (Akbar 1991; 1 92). 

■' Interviews w ith the farmer N ationai Conference member B ulraj Puri , 1 S November 
1994, Bhim Singh of the local Panthers Party in Jammu and Kashmir, 27 October 
1994, and B.K, Nehru, 14 November 1994. 

interview with Singh, 27 October 1994, New Delhi. Most of the Kashmiris 
interviewed who are active in politics, including many of those who are today critical 
of the cenu-al government, agree that the 1977 elections were free and fair Interview 
with Bilal Ahmad Lodhi, JK High Court. 21 November 1 994, Srinagar; interview with 
Abdul Gham Lone (10 November 1 994, New Delhi), who also supports Singh’s view 
on the role of Morarji Desai. This view on the 1977 election is also supported by 
journalists writing on JK politics, for example Askari Zaidi of the TJme.t of India: 
interview with Zaidi, 7 November 1994, New Delhi, Also see Puri ( 1993- 33)' Akbar 
(1991; 192); Varshney (1992: 218). The Maulana Abbas Ansari, who is an important 
political and religmus leader in Jammu and Kashmir, and his supporters (who have 
cooperated politically with the Jamaat-e-Islatni) are among the few who claim that 
elections in 1 977 were not carried out in a fair manner (interview, 22 November i 994 
Srinagar). 
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Congress party, nation-building had to be given priority- over democrati /.atioo 
Nevertheless, Balraj Puri, who has provided some of the most valuable 
analyses of the conflict, suggests tliat in the case of JK this argument can 
ne proved wrong. He emphatically points out that with free and fair 
elections, a natural process of integration of JK with India had been 
initiated.’ Therefore, beginning with the democratization process in the 
mid- 1 970s , ‘there ... [were] ten years in Jammu and Kashmir with no funda 
mental ism, no secessionism and no communalism’. Of course, the region 
was not without problems during this period. The point is, however, that 
the situation was at least manageable and that, for a time. democrav.\ 
wo’‘ked. The level of violence and political turbulence in the early 1980s 
was insignificant compared with that of today and it would seem that these 
political conditions did indeed breed integration.* Furtherevidep.ee of this 
comes from what may be considered an unexpected source — namely 
Amanullah Khan, the leader of tire separatist JKLF. 

The JKLF provides ‘the third position’ in this conflict, by advocating 
that JK should become an independent state.'^It was founded in the mid 
1960s by Amanullah Khan and Maqbool Butt, but did not become a 
significant political force in the Valley until the mid-and iate-19S0s, The 
question here is: w'hy did the JKLF wait until 1988 to get organaed to 
launch an effective separatist campaign in the Valley? Khan's position on 
the status of JK did not change much over the years. The demand for 
independence had been part of his platform since he began his organized 
activities in Karachi in the early 1960s. So could he have launched the 
offensive in the Valley earlier than he did? His own comments on these 
Questions shed some light on the process of integration and the political 
climate in JK at the time. 

The JKLF leadership was we!! aware of the need for local support 
before the organization could hope to become better established in tne 
Valley, that is ‘there had to be some fertile soir.“’ ‘Therefore’. Khan 
explains, ‘some boys were sent from England to lOK [Indian-Occupied 


’ B.K. Nehru also supports this argument in the interview recorded in 1994 
mentioned earlier, Puri’s observation is in line with Dahl's (for example 1971 4'=) 
wntirsgs on this topic. 

*The assessment of the level of violence is based on interviews with Puri ( 1994i 
Singh (1994); B.K. Nehru (1994); newspaper cuttings from the period 1975-92; and 
to some extent, statistics provided by the Ministry of Home Affair.s published in Wirsmg 

’994. 

'' The other two most common positions on the future of Jammu and Kashmii are 
that it should either accede to Pakistan or remain with the Indian Union. 

Interview with Amanullah Khan. 6 February 1994, Rawalpindi. 
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Kashmir] to survey if the sentiments could be used for armed strufJcfie ’ i 
This was in 1983 and clearly conditions were not found favourable foi 
launching a militant campaign; 

They returned and gave me the answer that there was no chance of startinij a 
movement at this time, Eveiybody in the area was busy, Some were dreaming of 
the accession to Pakistan, bur most people were busy getting on with their daily 
ifves and businessesd^ 

This observation shows that when democracy was functioning in a 
relatively peaceful JK; the demand to change the political status of the 
state was neither heard nor supported. Bhim Singh of the Panthers Part) 
endorses this impression of the general mood of the early 1980s, expiainino- 
that the minds of all politicians were set on competing within the framework 
of democracy. Moreover, religious divides did not predicate potiticai 
behaviour during this period. In the late 1970s, for example, it seems that 
political ‘understandings' and some collaboration developed between the 
NC and a faction of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).’^ In 1981 
and 1982, the NCsupported the BharatiyaJanataParty (BJP) in the Jammu 
Municipality.'® In other words, political parties drawing most of their 
support from the Hindu population cooperated with a party mainly relyin® 
on a Muslim vote bank. In addition, few of the political arguments in the 
mainstream debate during this period invoked religion as a source of legiti- 
macy. This allows us to interpret the political climate as quite secular 
To sum up, there was evidently something akin to ethnic peace in JK in 
the late 1970s and, early 1980s, in spite of the state’s historically disputed 
status and the mix of different language and religious groups. Developments 
and popular sentiment in the area during this period show that democracy 


“ ibid. In Pakistan and among separatists in India, it is a frequently used name for 
the part of Jammu and Kashmir that is de facto controlled by India 
Ibid. 

B.K, Neliru.for example, says that Jammu and Kashmir was already a mismanaged 
state at that time, but it was peaceful (interview with Nehru, 1994). Also see Puri 
(1993: 50): Akbar (1991: 192); Varshney (1992; 218). 

Interview with Singh, 1 994. 

See ‘RSS, NC Link in Foil?’, Patriot, 8 November 1978; ‘RSS Faction Backs 
Sheikh’, Patriot, 9 January 1979; ‘Pro-Sheikh RSS Man Defeated’, Patriot, 8 March 
1979. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh and the Bharatiya Janata Party are political. 
Organizations that can be described as Hindu-dominated and, to different degrees, 
Hindu-chauvinistic. 

'BJP, NC May End Alliance,' Hindustan Times, 8 January 19S2. 

^ This contradicts Donald Horowitz's hypothesis that cross-cutting alliances are 

ruled out in ethnic two-party systems. See Horowitz (1985; 342-49). 
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way at least possible and valued. In this case the period of democracv in 
JK seems also to have aided integration and the nation-building process 
in India, Forces disloyal to the nation state project may always be presen i 
m a democracy, but the available evidence suggests that they attiact 
little support and that the level of violence remains low as long as political 
meedoms remain intact and institutions are fairly stable. Nor is thee 
any evidence. in the events described above that the mix of religious 
identities per se created the conflict that escalated in the late 1980s.'^ So 
what went wrong? What factors explain such an early demise 
democracy in JK? 


THE DECLINE OF DEMOCRACY IN JAMMU AND KASHMIR 
1983--1989 

When Sheikh Abdullah passed away in 1982, he left a dual legacy for his 
son Farooq Abdullah who took over the party leadership. On the positive 
side, JK was a state where religion and the status of the region had not yet 
become the only or the primary dimensions of polarization. Sentiments in 
JK favoured peaceful development. On the other hand, institutional 
structures in the state were weak and this made the newly introduced 
democracy in JK vulnerable. 

Even if economic development was rapid in JK in the 1970s and until 
the mid-1980s, this seems to have been in spite of, rather than because of 
the state government.’*-' Paradoxically, even though state funds grew and 
the central government increased its financial support for the region, the 
state’s debt burden increased and development projects became more 
inefficient.-" This culminated in accusations of financial irresponsibil'ty 

* The position that ethnicity is in itself a cause of conflicts is supponed. for example 
by Brian Barry (1975; 502-3); van den Berghe (1978: 404-5); and Connor (1994 
19a-209). For a related discussion of primordial and insirumenta! views on the rok of 
ethnicity see Brass (1991: 69-108); Hardin (1995: 142-50). 

See Swarainaihan S. Aiyar, ‘Korean Miracle in Kashmir?’, Aittf/w.vton Time.r 27 
August ! 981, for a discussion on economic growtlr and public administration in Jammu 
and Kashmir. For example, between !970 and 1979 net domestic product increases 
more in Jammu and Kashmir than in Punjab, Mahara.shtra and Haryana. It should be 
noted, however, that the total level of production in Punjab, Maharnshtra and Har\ am 
was considerably higher than in Jammu and Kashmir to begin with, 

® See Balraj Puri, ‘Kashmir’s Declining Development’,. Aiagpnr Timea, 2 July (979 
For a discussion of the problems of a targe state in an economically isnderdevelnped 
society see Hadenius (1992; 135-7); for general arguments and hypothesis testing 
and for a more specific discussion of empirical evidence from India, (see Kobli, i990b 
383-403). 



156 STEM DVIALM 


against Sheikh Abdullah and his administration, and it was also alleued 
that he had exploited the situation to increase the wealth of his own famirv 
To cut a long story short, the younger Abdullah took over a state apparatus 
(hat can be characterized as quite large but unfortunately thoroughly ‘soft' 
The slate government continued to function in terms of client relationships 
rather chan undertaking genuine development projects. 

Even the leadership came to Farooq Abdullah under less than ideal 
circumstances: he inherited a popular but internally fractured party. Some 
of the trouble had started back in 1978, when Mirza Afza! Beir was 
e.xpelled from the NC after forty years of friendship with and political 
struggle alongside Sheikh Abdullah. The latter seems to have followed 
the same political strategy as Indira Gandhi, allowing the centralizino 
tendencies inherent in dynastic rule to assert themselves instead of 
building a strong and internally democratic apparatus, firmly anchored 
in local organizations. Distrusting Beg, Sheikh Abdullah rejected him 
and began to look for a successor. The choice was between his son 
Farooq Abdullah, whom he considered loo young and inexperienced 
and his son-in-law Ghulam Mohammed Shah, whom he thousrhl 
excessively eager to take over party leadership and rather an-oganb'’ 
Shah was shocked by Sheikh Abdullah’s deci.sion ultimately to let Farooq 
Abdullah succeed him; later he was further provoked by Farooq 
Abdullah’s decision to remove his nephew Ghulam Mohiuddin Shah 
from the post of party General Secretary.-* Consequently, after the death 
of Sheikh Abdullah, the NC was lorn by internal rivalry and was 
simultaneously, under constant attack from outside forces. 

In its determination to heal the wounds of its defeat in the ] 977 election 
the Congi-ess party had decided to recapture IK at almost any cost. Initially 
a.s the new leader of the NC, Farooq Abdullah was quite receptive to the 
■idea of cooperating with the Congress (!), although some tension liatl 

Interview with Askari Zaidi, 1994. See also, for example, ‘JK Govt Encouraging 
Pro-Pak elements: MP’, Tmes of India, 23 March 1982. on charges of corruption 
against Sheikh Abdutlah’sininistry, Swaminathan S. Aiyar, however, argues in ‘Korean 
Miracle in Kashmir?’, 1981, that corrupUon declined in the public administration 
when Sheikh Abdullah was chief mimster, 

-- The term ‘soft state’ originates from Gunnar Myrdai’s Asian Drama (1968), and 
it is furthdi developed in Hans Blomkvist’s The Soft State: Housing Reform and State 
Capacity in Urban India (1988), 

” Sheikh Abdullah shared this opinion with B.K. Nehru. Interview with B K Nehru 
1994. 

^Hnstead, the position was given to Sheikh Nazir Ahmed, Sheikli Abdullah’s adopted 
son. See ‘Twin Challenges to Kashmir C.M’. The Hindu, 9 December 1982. Ghulam 
Muhammed Sliah resigned from Sheikh Abdullah’s cabinet in August 19S2. 
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dt.\eloped during discussions on the Resettleinenl Bill initiated by She.kh 
\bdullah before his death. “ n:\e Resettlement Bili granted the right to 
return to those who had emigrated to Pakistan from JK, but had been 
subjects of the state before May 1954, Eventually it created ariu between 
the two parties. While the Congress (I) accused the- NC of aiming oitly to 
increase its vote bank through the Biil, the NC charged Congress (I I with 
curtailing the constitutional rights of former citizens of the state. Not 
altogether surprisingly, negotiations on an electoral alliance broke down 
in 'kpril 1983. in addition, there was a seat equation that die two parties 
were unable to resolve. Congress (I) demanded between 15 and 23 of the 
75 seats in the state, which Farooq Abdullah considered to be too manv 
Moreover, in My Dismissal, Farooq Abdullah explains that the alliance 
was avoided because of the fear that the NC could be marginalized ” 
Snortly after negotiations broke down, both parties declared they were 
contesting all the seats separately. 

Campaigning was fierce and the Congress (I) look a firm stand against 
the Resettlement Bill. Although some early signs of communal poiitics 
are visible in this election, it should also be pointed out that the mam 
political issues were still fonnuiated along secular lines. Political 
argumentation still sought legitimacy in principles of rights rather than m 
religion. Indeed, both the BJP and the Jamaat-e-Isiami, parlies respec- 
lively defining themselves as Hindu and Muslim, were wiped out in tne 
election. This time, the Congress (I) and the NC competed on a more 
equal basis and as primaiy rivals. Ultimately the former received 26 of the 
total of 76 seats, while the latter won 46 seats. Only three seats went to 
others, all independent candidates, indicating a strong two-party 
polarization. 

Nonetheless, the election was violent and plagued by an increased !e\ el 
of malpractice.^* The Congress (I) office w'as set on Fire in May while a 

See, for example, 'Sheikh Abdullah's Dangerous Game' , The Hindu (Gurgaonj 
4 June 1982. 

As Ashutosh Varshney points out, if this conviction was true in 19S3. it was 
tragically forgotten in 1986 when the party did join hands with the Congress (! ) foi tne 
1987 elections — with devastating results. Varshney (1992:220). 

Varshney points out that the Congress party increasingly made use of communal 
messages in this election campaign (1992; 219). For important contributions ard 
observations in connection with this discussion, see 'Awami Alliance May Cost Dr 
Abdullah Dearly in Jammu’, Staiesman, 30 May 1983; K.K. Katya, "Rules o^' the 
Game’, Hindustan Tunes, 30 May 1983; K.R. Sundar Rajan, ‘Communalism in 
Kashmir', Tribune, 30 May 1983. 

See ‘Election Rules Being Violated in Kashmir’ Statesman (Delhi), 20 May 
1983; ‘Repoll Ordered in Two Polling Stations', Statesman (Delhi), 6 June 198.3 
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overdevelopments in JK and the fact that Farooq Abdullah was not takin 
necessary and stern measures against the ‘insurgents’ More criticism Oi 
Farooq Abdullah — both implicit and explicit — followed. In January 1 984 
Indira Gandhi warned that she would not accept any anti -national activities 
in TK, a month after that Rajiv Gandhi predicted an invasion of JK b> 
Pakistan, and a few weeks later Congress (I) members claimed that Farooq 
Abdullah was a member of the JKLF.^- But events and evidence did not 
confirm these criticisms and charges. Farooq Abdullah could certainly be 
accused of political incompetence (see, for example, Akbar 1991) and 
corruption, but no proof was ever produced that he was a JKLF member 
and contrary to Rajiv Gandhi’s prediction Pakistan did not invade JK 
The intentions of the central government are quite clear, however. Farooq 
Abdullah was officially portrayed by the Congress (1) as a threat to national 
security, who ought therefore to be ousted. Now. there was only one 
obstacle. B. K. Nehru, another relative of Indira Gandhi was the Governor 
of JK, and he was not willing to accede to the plan.s. 

According to B. K. Nehru, the central government tried to persuade 
him to remove Farooq Abdullah 'everyday-.^* B. K. Nehru, however, did 
not welcome the attempts of the central government to intervene and he 
remained good friends with Farooq Abdullah. Whenever the latter was 
uncomfortable about the recommendations of his personal advisor P, L 
Handoo, he would meet B. K. Nehru and discuss his problems with him' 
sometimes over a drink. However this friendly relationship, did not stop 
Farooq Abdullah from putting B. K. Nehru in a difficult position. Just 
when he was being most severely criticized by the central government on 
the law and order situation in JK, Farooq Abdullah was summoned lo a 
meeting with the prime minister in New Delhi on 24 January 1984, Tensions 
were high. NC supporters had clashed with members of the Congress (I] 
on several occasions during the past month, and finaljy.^in one 
confrontation, six members of the Congress (1) had been killed.''^ Arun 
Nehru recalls how he tried to bring Farooq Abdullah ‘in line’, but without 
success. 

^ See for example ‘Concern Over Srinagar Violence’, Hindustan Junes, 1 6 October 
i9S3. 

■’^ See 'Mrs. Gandiri Hints at Strong Action’, Times of India, 5 January 1984; 
Pakistan May Invade Kashmir; Rajiv’, Tribune (Chandigarh), 7 February I9S4; ‘Dr. 
Abdullah was Member of Liberation Front’, Statesman (Delhi), 2S February 1984 

Interview with B. K. Nehru, 1994. 

See ‘63 Cong men Hurt in Lathi-Charge’, Hindustan Times, 6 January 1984: 
‘Congress (I) to Continue Stir in Jammu-Kashmir’, JTie Hindu (Gurgaw). 1 1 January 
I9S4; Six Congressmen Killed in Firing’, Iimei rjf /ntJia, 15 January 1984. 
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Now, you listen,’ I toid Farooq. ’You listen when the PM speaks. Mrs. Gandhi 
hi,d clearly said that it only takes one signature to get rid of Farooq.’ So he hegjjCd 
foi mercy, he was told to behave by Mrs. Gandhi, and he got a second chance J 
he went back, and the first thing he does when he comes home is to take a vote o' 
confidence; This was his disaster and a most stupid thing to do.'** 

In Mv Dismissal, Farooq Abdullah explains that he thought there was a 
conspiracy to dismiss’ him following the meeting in New Delhi (Abdullan 
1985; 9). On 27 January, therefore, he took measures to protect his position 
b> seeking a vote of confidence in the legislative assembly. His victory in 
this vote was quite popular in JK, but it certainly made his enemies all the 
more determined to remove him from power. At the same time, it also 
seems that Farooq Abdullah had lost some of the sympathy of his powerful 
ally B. K. Nehru, who was disappointed that Farooq Abdullah had 
demanded the vote in the assembly witliout advance notice — which wa*' 
unconstitutional. Furthermore, it seems that B. K. Nehru had basically 
guaranteed New Delhi that there would be no further provocation by the 
state government. The vote of confidence that followed soon after Farooq 
Abdullah’s return to JK was thus perceived as a breach of that 
understanding’. The upshot was that the central government decided it 
was time for a change of regime in JK. In other words, as Arun Nehru 
described it, 'a hostile government in a sensitive border state became 
unacceptable’. In April, the central government transferred B. K. Nehru 
to Gujarat and Jagmohan was sent in as the new Governor of JK. After 
that, Shah declared that ‘the real NC’ was to hold its convention on 23 
May. Farooq Abdullah held a separate convention with his group ot 
followers a few days later. This action by the ‘splinter group’ led by Shah 
and the High Court lawyer Thakur was instrumental in the High Court s 
ruling that the defection in July was legal. Meanwhile, on 28 June, the 
letter of defection was signed by the twelve MLAs. Arun Nehru was later 
accused of having bribed the defectors. To this he comments, ‘[T]hat was 
never needed. What more can somebody w'ant than to become chief 
minister and these MLAs were happy to do it anyw'ay. Thus Shah finall) 
became chief minister and Thakur deputy chief mini.ster, while all the 
defectors received portfolios in the new government.”- The support from 
the central government was strong and the Union home minister dbciared 
that Jagmohan had ‘not committed any unconstitutional impropriety m 

Interview with Arun Nehru, 14 December i994. 

Ibid. 

A list of defectors is provided in Jagmohan ( 1 994; 28 ! ) and Abdullah (1*3^5 
68-9). See also ‘D. D. Thakur is Deputy C.M.’, Tribune. 4 July I9S4; ‘Thakur Mace 
Deputy CM of Kashmir; Shah Allocates Portfolios,’ Statesman, 4 July 1984. 
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dismissing the Farooq Abdullah Ministry.-*’ The Indian Express reported 

Replying to remarks that Mr. Farooq Abdullah should have been allowed to lest 
his majority, the Home Minister said it was not necessary that the majority should 
be tested alw^ays on the floor of the House. Every case depends on its merits, Mr 
[P. V. Narasimha] Rao said.^"* 

Nevertheless, the new government clearly lacked legitimacy. In the medn 
and among the political elite, the dismissal of Farooq Abdullah was wido’y 
regarded as unconstitutional and as a breach of democratic norms. ■' 

The events of 1983 and 1984 mark the beginning of a drastic decline 
in democracy in ]K, and it is important to note that what characterizes the 
conflict today has little to do with what initiated the conflict, There is no 
evidence to support the idea that the dismissal of Farooq Abdullah was 
the result of ethnic antagonism or religious sentiment, or a response to 
demands for a separate state or accession to Pakistan — the leading themes 
in the conflict today.-*** What appears to have initiated the conflict was <he 
failure of political institutions and leaders in JK to handle pressure from 
an interventionist central government. It is, however, not yet quite clear 
why the government w'as so eager to gel rid of Farooq Abdullah. The 
national security argument was, of course, important and was the official 
reason given; but there W'ere two other levels of conflict. There was a 
conflict between the state and central governments, and there was personal 
friction between Farooq Abdullah and Indira Gandhi, Different observers 
attribute differing emphases to these as factors in the dismissal. 

See ‘Farooq Govt. Dismissal Not “Unconstitutional” ’ , Indian Express (Delhi) 
27 July 19S4; ‘Grave Situation was Developing in Kashmir: Rao’, Hindustan Tme\ 
27 July 1984. 

" ‘Farooq Govt. Dismissal Not “Uncon.stitutional” Indian Express (Delhi) 27 
July 19S4. 

See, for example, Puri (1993: 34-); Varshncy (1992: 219}: Ganguly (1992) 
Ganguly and Bajpai (1994); ‘Thakur Made Deputy CM of Kashmir: Shah Allocates 
Portfolios.’, Statesman. 4 July 1984; The Hindu (Gurgaw). 4 July 1984; G.K Reddy 
‘Office of Dignity or Proxy ofCentre?’,T/ie//indii (Gurgaw) S July 1984; K.K. Katyal 
‘Srinagar Experiment & a Punjab ParaUeP, The Hindu (Gurgaw), 9 July 1984; A G 
Noorani, ‘The Coup in Kashmir’, /ndianExpre.w. lOJuly 1934. For an opposing vte,v 
to this interpretation, see R.K. Misbra, ‘Opposition Parties and Farooq Abdullah 
Patriot, 11 July 1984; N.C. Menon, ‘Kashmir: A Stitch in Time' .Hindustan Times 1 1 
July 1984. Mislira and Menon argue that the removal ofFaiooq Abdullah was necessaiv 
itt order to safeguard national security. 

“ In other words, there is no proof that the Congress (I) opposed Farooq Abdullah 
and the National Conference for religious reasons, that is because of the lact that the 
Congress (I) is Hindu dominated and tite National Conference is Muslim dominated 
Such a hypothesis could be expected if we applied the reasoning developed in tor 
example, Horowitz ( 1985). or Connor (1993: 19941. 
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developed between Indira Gandhi and Farooq Abdullah originated in 
‘the Iqbal Park incident’ during the 1983 election campaign; when 
Indira Gandhi was addressing the crowd, a number of men undressed 
themselves to insult her. 

This is something that happened, a lot of people did not notice, but she saw it, sne 
never mentioned it, but I have a feeling that this was reported to her as being the 
doing of rarooG Abdullah. And that seems to have embittered her to such an 
extent that she simply could not think of Farooq remaining in office. Farooq is a 
c^entleman— he would never dream of doing this. It was only his enemies who 
could The real cause [of the hostility between Abdullah and Gandhi] was that 
she thought he had organized this personal insult to her, And to womanhood, she 
was a very strong feminist. Any insult to her was an insult to her personally. It w as 
there the complete lack of contact started. And she decided to depose Farooq at 
whatever cost. 1 refused to do that because it was not only unconstitutional, but u 
was politically highly undesirable and dangerous. So. Jagmohan was sent to do 
it.5‘ 

Despite the impression he gives in My P rozen Turbulence, Jagmohan agrees 
that when he was appointed new governor to JK, he too was aware that 
Indira Gandhi wanted to remove Farooq Abdullah from his post of chief 
minister— although she never directly told him to do so.^- Farooq Abdullah 
seems to have been set up to take the blame for the worst possible insult to 
Indira Gandhi, and he never had an opportunity to defend himself against 
the allegations. The story of the relationship between Farooq Abdullah 
and Indira Gandhi tragically ends here. In a parallel development, Indira 
Gandhi was fighting the Khaiistan movement in Punjab, and only three 
months after Farooq Abdullah was deposed, she was assassinated by her 
Sikh bodyguards. Democratic credibility could have been restored at this 
point, but over the following five years the actions ol the political elite 
both in New Delhi and JK steadily dispelled any hope of a continuation of 
democracy. 

The Election Cartel: Consociationalism Taken Too Far 

The new government of Ghulam Mohammed Shall lasted less than two 
years. He was soon considered a greater burden to the central government 
than Farooq Abdullah had been. As early as August 1984, Indira Gandhi 

Inierview with B.K. Nehru, 1994. Tlie interview with D.D. Thakur in 1994 ,ilso 
supports the argument that the Iqbal Park incident was important as the beginning of 
the conflict between Farooq Abdullah and Indira Gandhi. 

Interview with Jagmohan, 1994. 
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expressed her concern over the inability of Shah to handle the increasing 
level of violence in the state.^-' In June 1983 a clear rift had opened between 
Congress (I) and Shah’s faction of theNC.'"’ During this period ihere w as 
an increase in reports of insurgency supported by Pakistan in the ’v^ltev 
and explicitly religiously defined political groups took root in the state 
For example, the Islamic organizations the Jamaat-e-Tulba and the People s 
League increased their recruitment of young Kashmiris from the Va!'c> 
while the Hindu organization Shiv Sena established itself firmly i n Jammu 
Gradually, but at an increasing rate, extremist parties became more success 
ful in using region and religion as the basis for political mobilization. 
Finally in March 1986, the Congress (I) withdrew support to Shah, and 
Jagmohan imposed Governor’s rule. Just before the six-month term oi 
governor’s rule expired, Farooq Abdullali entered into an agreement to 
share pow'er with the Congress (I) until new elections could be held. Given 
the political background of the two parties, it was an amazing alliance In 
November this agreement was crowned by the decision of the cential 
government to reinstall Farooq Abdullah as chief minister.-^'* This peiiod 
of frequent changes of loose alliances, governor’s rule and central 
government intervention dramatically eroded Kashmir’s democracy. 

Even if alliances across ideological lines are made more often in Ind’a 
than in other democracies, the cooperation between the Congress (I) and 
the NC that gradually developed prior to the 1 987 elections was too much 
even for the hardy Indian electorate to accept. Only a few days after it ■ vas 
clear that an alliance betw-een Farooq Abdullah and the Congress (I) w as 
m the making, a hitherto unknown organization called the Muslim United 
Front (MUF) called a strike in the Valley,” Later it transpired that the 
Jamaat-e-Islami, led by Ali Shah Geelani and several other Islamic political 
groups and leaders in the Valley, had forged this new but somewhat fragile 
political unit. Abdul Ghani Lone of the People’s Conference, a so-caded 
pro-autonomy party' in JK, had long ago declared the need to unite toe 

See "Centre’s Concern over Law & Order in Kashmir’, Sicuesimn (Delhi) i9 
August 1984. It seems from news cuttings from the 1980s that this allegation I ad 
some reai substance, as for example in comparison to Indira Gandhi's accusati ms 
against the Farooq Abdullah Government in 1983— I. 

^See ’Rift in CongNC alliance’. Tunes t)f India. 9 June 1985. 

See, for example, ‘Fundamentalists “Recruit" Youths’, Tribune (Chandigarhj 
' S September 1985; ‘Shiv Sena Gaining Strength in Jammu.' Times of India, \1 Jamiuri 
1986. 

See ‘Bid to Reconcile NC(F). Cong {[)’, Tribune (Chandigarh), 23 September 
1986; 'NC-F May Form Govt With Cong-I Support’, Hindustan Times, 25 September 
1986; ‘Farooq Sworn in as Chief Minister', Siatesman, 1 November 1986. 

‘Anger that Envelops Kashmir Valley’ , Starej/jw/i, 28 September 1986. 
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opponents of the NC and Congress (I), at last this had become reality 

It seems that the closer the Congress <I) and the NC drew together, the 
mors groups became finnly aligned with the MUR Finally it was clear 
that the Congress (I) and the NC had reached an agreement not to oppose 
each other’s candidates in the coming election; the Congress (I) vvoula 
put up candidates for thirty-one seats and the NC for forty-six, 

An election where the two major rival parties decide to form an alliance 
and work out a seal equation beforehand is surely unique; ‘tactical alliance 
is a totally inadequate description of the extraordinary pact that was made 
The term ‘tactical alliance’ usually refers to a coalition or the cooperation 
of two parties which are considered to differ too much ideologically. This 
was certainly true of the NC-Congress (I) alliance, given the historical 
antagonism between the two parties. But there was something more 
Tactical alliances are sometimes accepted by the electorate if there is a 
common enemy that both parties have to try to defeat but cannot defeat 
individually. In the case of JK in 1986-7, however, it was the main rivals 
in a two-party dominated system that merged, and the aim, it seems, was 
to try to create a political monopoly to capture all the seats in the election 
I’his was more than tactical: it was cynical, and rather than a ‘tactical 
alliance' or an ‘election coalition’, it can only be labelled an ‘election 
carter, This differs from, for example, Arend Lijphait’s Grand Coalition 
in that, in the cartel situation, the main opponents divide the constituencies 
and power before the elections (Lijphart 1977; 25-36; 1996; 258-68). It 
is, at the same time, also possible to see the cartel created in JK as an 
extreme form of consociatiorialism. In a recent article, Lijphart argues 
thatconsociationalism is one of the devices that have contributed to India’s 
high democratic performance {Lijphart 1996; 258-68). Government by 
Grand Coalition is a solution which counters dangerous fonms of political 
polaiizacion and, in JK, some observers welcomed the cooperation between 


‘Tough Challenge for Cong-NC(F) Combine’, Times of India, 14 November 

1986. 

^ See ‘Cong (I)-Farooq Pact on Assembly Seats?’, Tribune (Chandigarh), 2 
February 1987. Also see Butler et aj (1996: 194). 

* Actually, the effective number of components in the 1933 election was 3.2 if we 
look at the vote shares, and 2,5 if we count tire seat shares (see Taagepera and Shugart 
( i 9S9; 77-S 1 ) for the fcnnulas used). Measurements based on the Herfindahl-Hirschman 
concentration index, however, are not without problems when describing systems whe-e 
two parties are dominant, for example together they may receive around 70 per cent of 
the support of the voters, but a substantial share of the remaining support is spread out 
over a very large number of small parties ahd'or independent candidates., Con. 5 idering 
the poor support for parties other than the National Conference and the Congress (!) in 
I9S3. it is more accurate simply to use the terni ‘two-party-dominant system’. 
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the Congress (I) and the NC in the hope that it ivonld counter ‘communjlist 
and anti-nationalist elementsh'’* Inherent in the consociationarist theorv !•. 
E<ie idea that coalitions and elite cooperation smcolh the effects of t k 
bumpy interruptions that elections create in politics. The case of 
however, illustrates what can happen if consocialionalism is taken to sucf 
an extreme. ‘Smoothing the effects of elections’ can be taken only so -far 
before the electorate con.siders it meaningless to go to the polling hoc h 
This mark was passed in JK. When leaders such as Farooq Abdullah 
Rajiv Gandhi, heading the dorainating parties, decided to create a carte 
tliey were obviously displaying very little regard for the democratic ethos 
The fact that democracy thrives on competition between, parties, wh^-e 
the electorate makes the final Judgment, w'as. it seems, either ccmpletelv 
forgotten or ignored. And the contempt for the cartel was immen.se. "^he 
Times of India correspondent who was stationed in .TK at the time relates 
an anecdote tiiat reflects the disdain the carte! orovoksd: 

When Rajiv was to announce the accord between the Congress (!) and the NC at 
a targe meeting in Srinagar, high level Congress (I) representatives had to hide in 
the press tent since they were genuinely fearing that the rank and file members of 
the National Conference would beat them up if they were given the chance.* 

If the gpal w'as to gain a monopoly of the seats, the plan failed. It only 
ended up provoking support and incentives for more radical forces of 
political opposition. The MUF soon became the main adversary of the 
cartel. 

The stage was tlms set for elections in the spring of 1987. ITie electorate 
was quite confused and many people were upset by the rtew cartel. The 
atmosphere was tense and political sentiments were further agitated by 
the discontent expressed by extremist voices within the. MUF and also the 
BJP. Nonetheless, democracy probably still had a chance at this stage 
Although the possibility of stable democratic development had alrsadv 
been eroded by the increased polarization of Muslims and Hindus, and of 
the citizens of JK and the central government, many of the most extreme 
religious opposition parties and their followers clearly agreed that 
democracy was still the right model for political competition. This is prov«i 
by the fact that the MUF put all its efforts into the elections. There was 
still a channel through which discontent — in particular dissatisfaction with 
the NC and the Congress (I) — couid be routed. This avenue, however 
was soon to be blocked by the Congress (I) and the NC, who decided that 
a cartel was not enough to ensure them a victory. 

Editorial, ‘Congress-NC Alliance’,- Patriot, 4 February 19S7, 

** Interview with V.K. Dethe, 7 November 1994, New Delhi. 
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To Hell With the Democratic Process’ 

According to several observers, the [987 
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controversial Terrorist and Disruptive Activities Prevention Act (TAD A) 
by the aforementioned, A. M. Watali.“ According India Today, ‘Starting 
about two weeks before the election, 600 opposition workers were arrested 
in areas where the MUF, independents and PC candidates were showing 
strength/'*' Two days after the election at least five MUF leaders were 
arrested for ‘anti-national activities’/* After the elections, the MUF 
demanded that the allegations of rigging be investigated, but no action on 
a wider scale was taken by the central government, the courts or the Election 
Commission. All complaints and suspicions of electoral fraud were left 

by the NC and the Congress (1) to hang in the air like a poisonous cloud 

and the consequences were disastrous. 

Abdul Ghani Lone who, until then, had competed through democratic 
institutions throughout his political career, is today a leading member of 
the separatist movement and he draws the following conclusions from his 
experience in the 1987 election; 

It was this that motivated the young generation to say ‘to hell with the democratic 
process and all that this is about’ and they said ‘let’s go for the armed struggle.’ It 
was the flash-point. The thought was there, the motivation was there, the urge 
was there, the demand was there, and the opposition was there, The situation 
became ripe, and then a flash-point.'*' 

Several young-acCiviste in the political opposition decided to join the armed 
struggle after the 1987 election. For example the JKLF leader Yasin Malik 

had been the election agent of Mohammed Yusuf Shah, and both later 
reappeared in politics as separatist leaders. Shah became known as a leader 
of the Hizbul Mujahedin and Malik is still one of the leaders of the JKLF 
in JK. It seems from available interview materials that tiie main reason for 
the decision to resort to armed conflict was disillusionment and frustration 
created by the progressive failure of the democratic system. This is to 
some extent confirmed by a study of the views andperceptions of militant 
separatists made by a team of psychiatrists and psychologists from the 
Indian Army, which revealed that violence was mainly seen as a means to 
fight a corrupt system. Justified by ‘a deep sense of alienation’, rather 
than by Islamic fundamentalism or notions of holy war.™ Furthermore 

^ ‘8 MUF Men Charged Under Terrorist Act', /ndian Express, 9 March 1987. 

" Inderjit Badhwar, ‘A Tarnished Triumph’. India Today. 15 April 1987. p! 41, 

This articles is also quite detailed on .other accounts of rigging in Jammu and 
Kashmir in 1987. 

** ‘Top MUF Leaders Arrested’, Hindustan Times, 26 March 1987, 

Interview with Abdul Ghani Lone, 1994. 

™ Haritider Bawej a, Tn the Mind of the Militant’ , India Today, 3 1 December .1994 
pp. 120-2. It may be important, however, to make a distinction between those who 
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the idea that the events of the 1987 election increa.sed these fedm.. 
frustration finds support from another source, namely Amanullab 
the Pakistan-based chaiiTnun of the JKLFP' 

As mentioned earlier, Khan considered launching an offensive m th 
Valley in 1983 but gave up because of lack of support. Three years lat^ 
he observed that the situation had changed radically and youth'in the 
Valley were 'ready He explains that after he had been deported from 
England under the most humiliating circumstances, he felt 'a strong need 
for vengeance against India’ which had, in his opinion, deinand^'d his 
deportation,’'’ Again, some members of the organization tested the mood 
in the region and found that ‘circumstances were ripe for an armed stmegle" 
By 1986 the contempt felt for tlie alliance and the political system was 
enormous— a situation, Khan argues, created mainly by the .state and 
central governments. The revolt was nourished by frustration, corruption, 
and the betrayal of Kashmiriyat— the Kashmiri identity. He adds that ‘the 
psychology of the youth is very important here. Young people have a strong 
urge lo do something’. Discontent has to be channelled, he says, and if 
there is a 'cause’ to pick up, many will do so willingly. He recalls that 
after 1986 there was no d.(fficu!ty in finding young men to join the 
movement, 

The 1987 election led Kashmiris from the Valley to cross the border 
into Pakistan and enrol loi militai'y training in numbers without previous 
parallel,’'* When the NC and Congress (I) managed to pass the IK Special 
Powers (Press) Bill in the legislative assembly, bringing almost full press 
censorship to JK, even the political opposition that had remained loyal to 
the democratic system in spite of the electoral malpractices of 198? 
declared it had had enough. When protests to the state assembly against 
(he perversion of democracy and press censorship had no effect, one 
member of the MUF wrote that it was time to ‘arouse the sense of Jihad 


were motivated in 1 987-9 and those who joined the armed struggle after the outbreak 
of violence in 1 990. Violence itself tends to create a different type of motivation from 
that given by the original grievance. 

At least until February 1 996 when the JKLF split into two sections. 

Interview with AmanuKah Khan, 1994. 

’’ In 1984, five members of the JKLF were questioned about the Birmingham 
kidnapping and assassination of the Indian dipioniat Ravindra Mahtre. In I9S6 
Amanuliah Khan was deported to Pakistan after being acquitted on charges of storing 
chemicals for explosives at the JKLF office (which was at Khan’s home at the time), 
’■* See, for example, Inderjit Badhwar, ‘Valley of Tears’, India Today, 31 May 
1989, p. 36. 
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and general sense of martyrdom amongst youths ’7-’ In December 1989 
the JKLF kidnapped Rubaya Sayeed, daughter of the union home minister 
Mufti Mohammed Sayeed; the central government agreed to the 
kidnappers’ demand for the release of five separatist activists. This key 
event set the Valley on fire in January 1990 and, since then, JK has onlv 
moved further up the spiral of violence. 


ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

Before the final discussion of the causes of the conflict in JK, some other 
factors that are frequently cited as responsible at least deserve mention 
socio-economic conditions in the state and the role of foreign intervention 

JK is a poor state and harsh living conditions have naturallji added fuel 
to the discontent and conflicts that developed in the 1980s7'‘ Nevertheless 
it should be noted that the economy of JK did not qo much worse than that 
of other Indian states in 1970-907Unfant mortality was high in 1981 with 
seventy-two deaths per thousand live births; by 1989, it had fallen only 
slightly to sixty-nine. But at least nine other slates fight mortality rates 
around one hundred, and in Karnataka and Himachal Pradesh the infant 
mortality rate even rose during this period. If we accept infant mortality 
as one of several indicators of living standards, there is no evidence of a 
rapid turn for the worse in JK before the conflict broke out. The same 
applies to other indicators. The income level rose steadily in JK from 
1950 to 1986; but even when it peaked at Rs 683 in 1986, it was below the 
national average of Rs 772. Then a minor economic decline set in. This 
was caused, according to the political scientist Tara Singh Rekhi, by 
climatic conditions and the increased breakdown of law and order (Rekhi 
1993; 121). What should be noticed here is that the level of violence 
increased rapidly during G. M, Shah’s regime, that is before the decline in 
the economy; therefore the level .of violence may not have been due to 

See M, Syed Shah, statement submitted to the Jammu and Kashmir Legislative 
Assembly on 25 October 1989. RGPJ-794/87^,000 Bh..(,f25 Ivs: Jammu and 
Kashmir Leshlaiive Assembly Secretariat. 

In particular this section on alternative explanations, and also the historical 
background, Is more fully developed in the dissertation on which this chapter is based 
see Widmalm (1997). 

The data on socio-economic development were gathered from Rekhi (1993); 
Butler el al (1991); Bose (1991); and Chandok and Policy Group (1990). It should 
also be added that in 1978 Jammu and Kashmir was the only state in India where 
crime rates fell drastically. See ‘Crime Rate Falls in JK’, Hindustan Tunes, 20 May 
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econoinic uecline. Reklii suggests that the reverse was true: econornic decline 
seems to have been, at least to some extent, caused by increase in violeiuc 

There is another aspect to the Question that should also be iiicnlioncd 
The conflict has also been fuelled by the social differences between Hindus 
and Muslims. The Pandits and the Dogras belong to the traditional elite m 
JK. and in particular Pandits, like Bralimins all. over India, have been 
overrepresented in banks, private companies and salaried jobs in the pub ic 
sector, in relation to their share of the population.^* The columnist Prcm 
Shankar Jha, who argues that this imbalance is the most important 
underlying cause of the conflict, also points out that if the problein were 
only the denial of democracy in JK, the fathers of the youth leading the 
uprising today would have revolted much earlier. In other words, if lack 
of democracy were a cause of the conflict in the i980s, the 1950s and the 
1960s would have produced an even more violent uprising, since there 
was less democracy then. There are several reasons to treat Jha’s hypothesis 
with caution. 

To begin- with, Jha’s own position can be criticized with the arguments 
he advances against the hypothesis of the denial of democracy If 
inequalities between Pandits and Muslims were the real underlying reason 
why did Muslims not revolt earlier against Hindus, for example during 
the 1950s or the 1960s when discriininacion may in some respects have 
been even greater than during the 1 980s?'” Data on class differences, labour 
and religious affiliation are unfortunately quite scarce, but one conclusion 
may be drawn. There is no evidence yet available that discrimination agamst 
Muslims in JK increased significantly during the first half of the 1980s * * 

Sec Jha (1993: 34-7), Also, see Bose et al, (1990) for information on job 
diicrimiaation against Muslims in Jammu and Kashmir. Pandit is a common terra for 
the Kashmiri Brahmins, but it can also be a title of a learned person. Dogras is a 
common term for members of the Hindu business community in Jammu and Kashmir 
although it should be remembered that its historical roots and connection to caste iie 
more complicated. 

” For example when Article 312 (which regulates the All India Services, the sv 
called ‘steel frame’ of the Indian bureaucracy) came to include Jammu and Kashmii m 
1958, it was the decided that 50 per cent of the personnel would be recruited from lLc 
U nion Public Service Commissiori and 50 per cent from the State Service. Implementa on 
of this did not begin until 1 968, however (see Bose et ai 1 990: 66 ! ). It should be noted 
fhat Kadian mentions that during the time when Syed Mir (Jasim was chief minister 
(] 971-5), a large number of officers from the Central Services were brought into the 
sta*’e to replace officers from Jammu and Kashmir. However, no 
increase in discrimination against Muslims in particular is mentioned and unfortunately 
the sources of this information were left out in the presentation. See Kadian f 1992: 1 J6> 
my interviews with people from Jammu and Kashmir, including several politic,.! 
leaders, no one brought such charges to my attention. 
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On the contrar>'> on a more general level of political life, the political 
influence of Muslims seems to have increased since democracy was 
introduced in the late 1970s. For example in 1987, representation in the 
state assembly was proportional to religious division in the state.®' That 
there were stronger reactions when democracy was denied in the 1980s 
than in, for example, the i950s when democracy was almost absent, is 
natural, since by then most people in JK knew more about what they were 
being denied. The period from the mid-1970s to 1984 was one of 
democratic progress, freedom of expression and the right to organize 
unprecedented in the history of JK. Naturally, the absence of these freedoms 
was felt far more acutely when they v/ere suddenly withdrawn than when 
they had never been experienced,*^ Moreover, to my knowledge, the authors 
that do refer to the scarce data available on recruitment to the public sector 
have never substantiated this hypothesis with interviews with separatists 
and leaders of their movement. Jha, for example, goes so far as to say 

In Kashmir militancy is not bom out of poverty or economic deprivation, but of 
the despairof a small, select group of young people who form a new but disinhented 
middle class sector.... [A] class that was trained to wield power, but denied the 
opportunity to do so. (Jha 1991; 35.) 

In my opinion, the problem is that this point, although expressed with 
conviction, has yet to be proved empirically. Most of the separatist leaders 
interviewed in this study have been religious leaders or professional 
politicians for most of their lives. Among the separatists in the field, so to 
speak, some were students who might fit Jha’s hypothesis, but there were 
also workers and members of other social categories.** None of the 
members of separatist organizations interviewed mentioned discrimination 
in the public sector as the main source of discontent. According to these 

Vemia (1994; 187-9). Actually there was even a slight overrepresentation of 
Muslims in the state assembly in the late 1980s. This can be compared to the extreme 
underrepresentation of women, which is more seldom mentioned in the ‘discrimination 
debate’. For example after the 1987 election only one woman had a seat in the state 
assembly. See Verma (1994: 185). 

This phenomenon is known in psychology as hysteresis and is amply expressed bv 
Benthamwho said, ‘It is worse to lose than simply not to gain.’ For a discussion on this 
and how hysteresis is confirmed in other areas of research, see Hardin (1982: 82-3) 

** For example if we look at the present leadership of the JKLF, Yasin Malik a 
former student, would most likely fit Jha’s description, while Javed Mir, a former 
professional plumber, would not. In a study by Tara Singh Rekhi, which will be furthei 
discussed below, it is mentioned (in one sentence) that there were 96,400 educated 
unemployed in the state in 1990 (see Rekhi 1993:106), but no source quoted and all 
my attempts to verify this statement have failed. 
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sources, Qiicn3.tion snd the motivation to resort to v^iolcnce sicniTnoo 
generally from what was seen as the betrayal of the rules of democTi iiv, 
fair play and, more specifically, from events during the I9S7 election 
These interviews covered most of the important leaders within the Ktirnc ai 
Conference the umbrella organization for most of the separaiist, 
accessionist, organizations in JK today — the JKLF and one student oraani- 
zanon, and also politically active lawyers and some of the cadres in miliiant 
organizations.*'' But this is naturally not enough. A more sysiematic studv 
of the separatists, with a larger number of interviews, would be necessan 
before we could make more conclusive remarks about the relation between 
vlass, inequality, and tits incentive to resort to violent separatism. One 
thing, however, is clear; Jha s observation is not supported by empiricai 
data. Although it is safe to assume that inequality and discrimination along 
ethnic lines have created some resentment, the fact remains that when it 
comes to socio-economic conditions, the infonnatioR cuirently avaiiaoie 
does not allow this to be accepted as the reason whj’ violent separatism 
broke out in JK in the late i980s. 

I want to emphasize that the aim here is not to generally rule out tne 
argument that poor socio-economic conditions can cause conflicts 
Undoubtedly they can. The point is that poverty cannot be considersa to 
lead automatically to violence or separatism. If it did, the Indian state 
would have collapsed a long time ago. 

Finally, this discussion of possible causes of the JK conflict should be 
concluded by mentioning the hypothesis that the revolt was orchestrated 
by a foreign power, namely Pakistan. There is no doubt that the Government 
of Pakistan assists the uprising in JK by supplying arms and by allowing 
separatist organizations to establish bases in Pakistan from which to 
operate. The Afghanistan war has significantly contributed to the 
oroliferaticn of arms in the region. What is more, some groups involved 
in the airnied struggle, for example the Harkut-ul-Ansar, seem to get direct 


^ A more detailed discussion on these, sources is found in Widraalm (1997) 
naturally, some of the members of militant organizations wished to be quoted 
anonymously. Some of the more important leaders and members of the separatist 
movement who w'ere interviewed and who should be mentioned, however, are; Mauiana 
Abbas Ansari, interviewed 22 November 1994, Srinagar; Shah-Keel Bakshi, 21 
November 1994, Srinagar; Baskar Ahmed Bhatt, 24 February 1996, Srinagar; Syed 
All Shah Geelani, 24 February 1996, Srinagar; Amanullah Khan, 6 February 1994 
and 24 March 1996, Rawalpindi: Zafar Khan 6 December 1993, Luton; Abdtil Give 
Lone, 10 November l'?94. New Delhi and 24 February 1996, Srinagar; laved Mir 24 
February 1996, Srinagar; Muhammad Shafiq Misgar, 24 February 1996, Srinagai 
Shabir Shah, 21 November 1994, Srinagar, 
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encouragement from members of the Pakistani Parliament and 
administration. The question is still whether the violent uprising in JK and 
the breakdown of democracy can be explained by the Pakistan facto; 
Supporting an uprising is different from creating it. 

According to several sources, the uprising in JK is part of a scheme 
concocted by the Pakistani government in order to capture JK and 
destabilize its arch enemy India. Several sources refer to this scheme as 
Operation Topac and allege that it was created by General Zia-ui-Haq 
Uie first article on Operation Topac, however, appeared in the Indian 
Defence Review in 1989, and it was clearly admitted that the scenario 
presented in the .article was Tart fact, part fiction’ (Indian Defence Review 
July 1989). But after the article was published, and largely because of the 
hostility between India and Pakistan, it soon became widely accepted as 
factually based.®* There is, howeven no concrete evidence to support the 
view that the uprising in JK was, from the beginning, instigated by the 
Pakistani government. I agree with Robert Wirsing that we may never 
learn the whole truth about Pakistani involvement, but we have learned 
from the political process that took place in the 1980s,, that the motivation 
and the spark that ignited the Valley in 1990 were primarily provided by 
internal conditions {Wirsing 1994; esp. 113-18). This does not imply that 
Pakistan’s involvement can be overlooked. Though a more active 
involvement is hard to prove, we can easily show that leaders in Pakistan 
saw developments in JK during the end of the 1980s at least as gratifying 
For this essay, in-depth interviews with some of the central decisim 
makers in the Pakismn intelligence services— the Army Intelligence and 
Inter- Services Intelligence Directorate (iSI) — were conducted with a focus 
on the question of Pakistani involvement in the Kashmir conflict. Using 
information from these sources is of course not without its problems,*^ 
Nevertheless, before dismissing them out of hand, I think we should first 
listen to what some of them had to say. 

See, for example, Kumar’s Kashmir— Pakistan s Proxy War (year of publication 
not available); Peer Giyas Ud-Din (1992: 55-7); Maheshwari (1993; 13,51-2); Nanda 

{1994; 300-3), Wirsing (1995: 114, 306, n. 1) makes several interesting observations 
on this issue. 

I thmk that this is what the author Jan Guillou has named 'the useful idiot". A 
useful idiot is someone to whom the political elite can feed information that is dose 
enough to the truth to be plausible, but still hides the real facts. The useful idiot 
enthusiastically channels the information to. for example, the media, believing he/she 
has made a scoop, while in fact hefsfae has only served as a useful instrument for the 
real power holders who have managed to divert atleiuion from facts that, if they were 
disclosed, would attract much more attention. Undoubtedly this is a problem of which 
any researcher in the socis.1 sciences should be aware. 
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Lieutenant General Muhammad Asad Durrani, who was Head of Armv 
Intelligence from 1988 to 1989 and of the ISI from August 1 990 to Maic h 
1992, naturally denies the existence of Operation Topac, but adds that the 
reason for this is thal the Government of Pakistan would have more 
lose than to gain from such a scheme.*^ Durrani’s long military record is 
reflected in his continued references to clear and rational cost-benefd 
calculations, in particular when discussing and evaluating various militarv 
strategies involving human life. Durrani claims that nothing really changed 
in fhe stance towards Kashmir v/hen Benazir Bhutto replaced Zia. ‘Pakistan 
had simply enough to think about at home to want to risk rocking the boat 
and get into trouble with India.' Regardless of whether we are dealing 
with uprisings in Pakistan or in India, according to Durrani, one part of 
the rules of the game that both countries play is that internal problems 
should alw'ays be blamed on the neighbour. Nevertheless, Durrani agiees 
that militant leaders have been allowed to move across the border into 
India and then back again; ‘but this has always been so’ , he says, although 
he also agrees that the number of guns that were moved across the border 
increased with the war in Afghanistan. 

Pakistan can take the honour of having thrown out the Russians, but the price was 
high and paid through the proliferation of arms in the country. And this became a 
problem for ourselves just as much for the Indians. Look at Baluchistan and 
Karachi. 

'fhen he continues to argue against the idea of Operation Topac by referring 
to the weakness of the Pakistan Army compared to the Indian Army. 'Jusf 
look at the power equation. It’s more than five to one. It’s impossible 
The same line was taken by a colleague of Durrani's who was interviewed 
tn Pakistan a few months later. 

This source, who is closely associated witlr the Pakistani intelligence 
Service, wished to be quoted anonymously and the only point that needs 
to be made is that had insurgency been planned in Kashmir, he would 
undoubtedly have known. Finally, after a long introductory discussion 
including the usual rhetoric on India-Pakistan relations and further 
assurances that I would not reveal my source, a somewhat more plausible 
V lew was delivered: 

At that time the Afghan Jihad was very successful. But they [the Kashmiris] came 
to us for help. But we did not want a two-front war. The gains from such action 
were far too uncertain. There was also pressure from Azad Kashmir. There was a 
Dolitica! demand that we should help the Kashmiris in India. So we turned a blind 


’’ Interview with Muhammad Asad Durrani, 18 December 1995, Bonn. 
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eye to all that was happening there. But Lhe discontent was already established 
But we did not want to invoive the Afghans in this. At the beginning we really 
tried to keep them out so they would not mix with the people from Kashm 
because then you could not know what would happen, but eventually the Ka.shiPirjs 
made their own contacts with the Afghans. What we did was that we turned 
blind eye to the whole process and all that was happening along the border 

Then, like Durrani, this source explained that this type of passive support 
and blaming one’s neighbour is just ‘ a part of the game between India and 
Pakistan’. 

If these two versions of what happened are fairly close to the truth n 
is, to say the least, distressing that the risk of war between the two nations 
that has grown from the fighting in JK and the exchange of fire across the 
border is considered only ‘a part of the game’ . But this attitude towards 
life-and-deaih issues is not uncominon among hjgh-ranldng officials and 
certainly not unique to Pakistan and India. None of my sources would 
admit that the Pakistani government ever had a plan to start an uprising in 
JK, and although they would be unlikely to reveal an insurgency plan 
even if there were one, these accounts are consistent with the hypothesis 
that the uprising was caused by factors internal to JK and, so far,' there is 
no concrete evidence available for examination that supports that tiiere 
was ever an Operation Topac. At present, therefore, investigation of 
Pakistani sources yields nothing to throw doubt on the argument that the 
reasons and the will for an armed uprising were created within India and 
JK in the 1980s, and that Pakistan only provided the support base,*** 


EXPLAINING VIOLENT SEPARATISM IN JAMMU AND 
KASHMIR 

It seems that the factors that first gave rise to ihe conflict are quite different 
from Che salient features of the conflict today, such as religious antagonism, 
the demand for secession or Pakistani intervention, and the level of 
deprivation in the state. When social scientists search for explanations for 
what happened in the past, their analysis far too often considers only the 
present. This is particularly unfortunate when history is rewritten by 
nationalists and separatists and when less space is given to moderate 

** it seems, however, that more active support has been given by the Pakistani 
gov^ment to separatist organizations, but at a later stage in the conflict. See Widmalm 

Within the fteid of history, however, this is a much debated topic— especially by 
those investigating the history of nationalism. See. for exampie, Hobsbawm (1990). 
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positions than historical accuracy would demand, which has been the "ase 
m JK. I hope that the story told here has demonstrated that 
characterizes the conflict today should be regarded as its outcomes ^ather 
than Its Political violence in JK has its roots in the acts of th= 

political elites and the weaknesses of institutions, both in the bureaucracy 
and in party organizations. “ ^ 

Democracy was established in JK in 1977. In the 1970s and the earh 
1 980s, the National Conference was a fairly stable organization as long as 
Sheikh Abdullah was alive, and policies were still pursued on a secular 
basis. An underlying weakness in the system, however, was that the most 
important paidies were organized dynasiically or nepotisticaliv In 1983 
both the Congress (I) and the NC were struggling for support and trying to 
hold their poorly organized parties together. Region and religion bevan to 
play a bigger part in attracting political support, although the overall 
character of the political messages from the parties could still be de.scribed 
as mostly secular. In 1987, however, after the NC and the Congress (I) 
had formed their cartel, the political situation so deteriorated that political 
allegiances were defined and expressed in religious terms. During the 
elections, institutional watchdogs such as courts and the Election 
Commission were rendered toothless. Finally, by 1989, the political 
opposition relinquished its faith in the usefulness of competing within 
what was left of the democratic framework. Somewhat simplified, the 
course of development leading to the conflict in JK was as follows: ' 

Political elite — > Deinsfitutionaiization — > Populism & Communalism — > 
Political Violence 

This is by no means an either/or approach to the role of structures and 
actors in relation to political violence. The interplay is often unpredictable 
We may observe that institutions and their character are essential in the 
guiding decisions of the political elite. Nonetheless, it should not be 
forgotten that the acts of the political elite may be the first crucial factor in 
the chain of events that may set political development on one of two tracks 
towards either stability or violence. 

The political elite in New Delhi and JK could have changed the direction 
of events on several occasions during the 1980s. Instead, short-term 
political expediency was favoured at the expense of democracy. Together 
with fragile and strongly hierarchical institutions led by charismatic leaders 


“Other analyses of causes of instability and violence in India point towards similar 
factors. See Rudolph and Rudolph (1937); Kohii (1 990b); Brass (1991 and 1994) 
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populist policies were increasingly encouraged. TTie politics of identity 
connected to region and religion, became more important in political mobi- 
lization than long-term socio-economic development based on uni- 
versalistic values. When short-term gains in politics are given priority 
respect for democratic institutions usually suffers, and in JK electoral 
malpractice increased. Consequently, cross-cutting cleavages in society 
were replaced by one dimensional affiliations and strong^polarixation 
Tile final outcome was violent conflict between Kashmiri Muslims and 
the central government. 

At the same time, these conclusions also indicate that political violence 
within democracies can be countered by functioning and well-organized 
institutions and by political freedom. For those who hope to restore a 
legitimate democratic system or avoid violent separatism these 
observations are particularly valuable. Democracy can obviousiv aid the 
nation-building project but this does not mean that it is an infallible 
prescription for nation building or peace. During the past two years,* the 
central government tried to reinstall democracy in JK and, although poIlin<^ 
for both the Lok Sabha and the Vidhan Sabha took place in 1 996, stability 
has not ensued. But democracy is more than elections. Institutions such as 
courts, the police, the Election Commission, and public administration 
need serious reform if they are once more to function in an independent 
manner. Moreover, bringing peace to a conflict requires a diplomatic 
solution as well. Until that is accomplished, we can expect the authority 
of both the central government and the state government to be challenged 
by influential groups in the area by violent means. Whether or not the 
legitimacy of the rule of the Indian Union can be restored in JK is yet to be 
proved. 



Community, Authenticity and Autonomy; 
Insurgence and Institutional Development 
in India’s North-East 

Jyotirindra Dasgupta 


Reports from India’s north-eastern states — Arunachai Pradesh, Assam 
Manipur, Meghalaya. Mizoram. Nagaland, and Tripura— -rarely deal with 
the positive aspects of their institutional development processes. The 
national media mainly concentrates on the disquieting stories of unrest 
insurgence and violence. The negative portrait of this region offered by 
both the press and scholarly studies in India and abroad m ust be distressing 
for the people of the north-eastern region.' 

This chapter suggests that an excessive preoccupation with violence 
and a narrow reading of the implications of insurgent violence on the part 
of obser\'ers are responsible for a substantial misunderstanding of the north 
eastern political processes. As a result, the positive aspects of community 
formation, the linkage of communities in wider political institutions as 
parts of the north-eastern administration and representative systems, and 
the contribution of these processes to the national system remain largely 
unexplored. The history of insurgence is rarely narrated in the context of 
an equally long history of peace, social collaboration, political 
reconciliation, democratic participation, and innovations in institution 
building and sustenance. Even the received narrative of violence is deeply 
flawed due to its frequent inability to attend to the possible rationality of 
forced desperation, and its insensitivity to the long-term constructive 
implications of many anti-authority struggles.^ 

THEMES AND PROPOSALS 

The purpose of this chapter is to draw attention to some selected aspects 
of political community formation based on ethnic or extraetfanic solidarities, 

‘Some recent studies, such as Hazarika (1994), mainly produced by scholars from 
this region, are exceptions. 

“ Scholars of European history have less trouble in conceding a constructive role 'o 
collective violence in politics; ‘Great shifts in the arrangements of power have ordinarily 
produced — and have often depended on — exceptional movements of collective 
violence’ (Tilly 1969: 5). 



1 S4 JYOTIRINDR^ DASGUPTA 

Its connection with collective political engagement or alienation in the 
north-east, and the impact of these processes on the national systems of 
political and economic development. We assume that theories of political 
participation relevant to multiethnic and multicultural democracies like 
India should go beyond the traditional liberal concerns of the individual 
citizen’s political engagement or alienation (Dasgupta 1995). Collective 
expressions claiming to be the voices and terms of communal solidarity 
need to be considered in addition to the individual voices (Kymlicka 1995 
172). The collective expression of ethnic voices may register wide variation 
in defining a community’s boundaries, its interests, or the legitimacy of 
particular spokespersons over time. One theme of this chapter will be 
concerned with these changing representations and their connection with 
organized political mobilization, A related theme will explore the choice 
of methods of articulating the voice or voices of the community. If there 
is a plurality or a progressive proliferation of voices within a community, 
the issue of methods used to resolve the differences is important to 
examine. What accounts for the use of peaceful or violent methods and 
the transition from one to the other? How do institutional lineages affect 
such transition? 

A third theme will call attention to the approaches of communities to 
the issues of authoritative institutions at the local, state, and regional levels 
How is autonomy sought to be served by a comnnunity ’s capacity for internal 
generation of economic resources? What kind of national or regional 
cooperation processes are desired or pursued? What are the institutional 
forms of linkage with the wider circles of authority within the national 
federal structure? What implications do these issues have on the general 
questions of national cohesion and human weii-being in the country^ 
(Dasgupta 1970; 1990; 1994; P. Chatterjee 1993; Dreze and Sen 1996} 

These items are tied together by several analytic concerns. I would like 
to suggest that ethnic or other social divisions do not indicate why, how, 
or when they will be politically translated to produce what consequences 
for the polity and the nation. Much should depend on political constructions 
of claims for solidarity and definition of interest in specific authority 
settings. The structure of political competition within and among ethnic 
groups or communities and the institutional treatment of group demands 
are likely to have an important bearing on the outcome. The focus of this 
chapter on the centrality of political relations, strategies and processing 
will guard against unnecessary imputation of undeserved or negative 
properties to the categories of ethnicity of ethnic communities. The analysis 
would suggest that there is good reason to be wary of notions of necessary 
dynamics, or of inherent dangers associated with ethnic communities or 
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divisions, especially in democratizing settings (Horowitz 1985: 53-^; 1994 
■>6). It is more important to ground ethnic categories in collective practices 
ti.af) to treat them as ‘special realities’ (Weber 1993: 1 30) carrying ominous 
Signs in order to gain insight into their impact on the prospects ot 
institutional development in a developing federal democracv. 

i am not interested in evaluating the north-eastern outcome merels m 
terms of the degree of violence involved in the process or by the intens.ty 
ot the conflict persisting after a period of institutional treatment. I would 
m fact, like to advance the proposition that the structure of democratic 
participation ottered by the systems of representation at the parliamentary 
states (union territory at some stages) and local levels, and the institutional 
treatment involving innovative extension of federalized resource and power 
sharing systems may have significantly contributed to a constructive 
coordination of ethnic communities into a national network of development 
and democratization. 

In the north-eastern cases, given the scarcity of resources and the 
extensive fragmentation of ethnic corrsmuoities and their i.ntemal divisions 
such coordinating efforts may, for many years to come, fall short of a 
comprehensive capacity to pre-empt many forces of resentment and 
resistance. These areas were not exactly the models of realms of peace 
and non-violence during the colonial times or even earlier. Nothing like 
modern media exposure or communication systems of the kind associated 
with these areas in our time had existed before their democratization and 
reorganization into states and other autonomous institutions in tne 
federation. The reconstitution of the political space, modernizing linkages 
w-ith the national economy, expanding opportunities for mobility ana 
movement, and freedom of communication offer unprecedented incentives 
for competitive and at times conflictual gains through organized collective 
action (Misra and Misra 1996), Occasional reports of violent acts need to 
be read in the context of the general incidence of ordered governance, 
which, unfortunately, never makes new's. Patient contextualization of this 
kind obviously goes against the grain of the media’s or many other 
observers’ selecdve attention. Not surprisingly, the fact that protests 
including violent acts may not be unrelated to reasonable success attained 
by federalizing and democratic institutions is rarely appreciated. 

THE REGION: THE COMPOSITION OF STATES 

Many interesting features add elements of distinction to the north-eastern 
duster of states, societies, and cultures. Most of the states are very small 
m size and population (see Table I ). Assam, the largest of the set, recorded 
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Besides size, the composition of the population of these states (Table 
1) is also distinctive. Most of these states have the nation’s highest 
proportion of scheduled tribes. According to 1991 census reports 
MiZOram, Nagaland, Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh had an 
orerwhelraing majority of tribal population (95, 88. 86 and 64 per cent 
respectively) (CMIE 1994b). Manipur and Tripura had 34 and 31 per 
cent tribal population, respectively, while Assam registered 13 per cent 
The corresponding national average was 8 per cent. Hindus constitute 
the most nuiiierous religious category in Assam and Tripura and in some 
ways in Manipur as well, though not without casting some .shadow of 
doubt on the validation of enumeration in this case. Major religious labels 
are not easily applicable in the tribal areas of the north-east or e\en 
elsewhere in the country. Most people in Arunachal Pradesh are not 
covered by the nationally prominent major religious categories. A variety 
of local religious traditions predominate. Mizoram, Nagaland and 
Meghalaya are enumerated as Christian majority states. 

Nationally prominent or constitutionally recognized languages 
included in the eighth schedule do not enjoy the same importance in the 
north-east, though Assamese, Bengali and Manipuri dominate in Assam 
Tripura and Manipur, respectively. The four other states use a varietj of 
local languages for internal communication. English enjoys the status of 
official language in Nagaland, Mizoram and Meghalaya. The 
predominance of tribal identification in matters relating to ethnic 
community, religion, language and culture in the smaller stales of this 
region should not imply an easy equation between tribalness and social 
backwardness. Some of the smaller states show a higher rate of ur 
banization (Mizoram and Manipur, for example) than the national average 
{Table 2). Mizoram ranked second in the nation in literacy rates in 199 1 
with 81 per cent literate compared to the national average of 52 per 
cent. Nagaland, Manipur and Tripura also scored above the nationa! 
average and higher than rates registered by Punjab (57.1 per cent) and 
West Bengal (57.7 per cent) (Government of India, 1991b; 6). Manipur 
and Meghalaya have a positive record of female literacy and well-being 
which should be a matter of envy for most large states of India (Dreze 
and Sen 1996: 135-6, 176). 
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b> the influx of people from other regions as well as neighbouring countnes 
hke Myanmar and Bangladesh, notably the latter. The population of ,he 
north-eastern regions has grown at a substantially iiigher rate than that of 
the rest of India since the turn of the century. From 1901 to 1981. the 
region’s population grew six times, while the national population increased 
less than three times (Sebastian 1986; 63-5). The highest rate of increase 
was registered in the decade following Independence, with Tripura beanng 
the brunt.^ Tripura also has the longest boundary with Bangladesh. That 
ipis big rise in number was not due to natural increase is obvious. The 
rising tide of immigration from Bangladesh and other regions of Ind^a 
was widely perceived as a major problem of the region. However, the 
impact of immigration was perceived in different ways in different areas 
of the region. The perception and its political implications also varied 
within the same areas depending on the time and specific communities 
involved. 

Community Crafting: Assamese Strategies 

Political movements in favour of ethnic interests or autonomy have had a 
long history in the north-eastern region. Constitutional concessions and 
favourable responses from the federal and regional governments have also 
assumed interesting and innovative forms. What sort of community 
perceptions set the contexts for such autonomy movements, political 
responses, and their institutional products? Were these communities driven 
by an exclusively ethnic imperative or dynamics internal to them? Or to 
what extent were extensive coalitions of exclusive ethnic formations 
politically sought to be brought together in more inclusive wider 
combinations in the name of territorial or cultural communities? What 
makes these combinations work to accomplish what kind of political 
projects, and what makes them come apart, fade, dissolve, or reappear m 
different patterns of collaborations in different contexts and moments of 
history? 

A plausible set of answers to these questions would require a rather 
long view,‘‘ Fortunately we already have a record of five decades of 

Between 1951 and 1961, the annual percentage rate of growth of population of 
the region was 3.5, Tripura’s was 6, Nagaland’s 5.6. For this period, incia's rate was 
1 96 (Sebastian 1986; 65; CMIE 1994b: Table 1.1). 

■* In order tc understand community formation processes involving ‘a multitude of 
realities,’ one needs proper raw materials; a plentiful record of lived time ‘to yield an 
experimental laboratory’ comparisons, as Fernand Braudel would insist <1988: S-19 
21). 
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collective expression of community perceptions and interests in this region 
We also have a record of processing of demands and supports connected 
with them by the relevant political authorities at the regional and national 
levels. We can begin with community formation processes and problems 
in Assam, the largest state and historically the most important context of 
autonomy movements in the region. 

The cultural lineage of Assam as well as its political histor>' can be 
traced back to the classical Pragjyotisha and Kamarupa phases (Majumdar 
1988b: 88 ff.. 139-41). Political considerations by the Ahomnilers ensured 
a dynastic system for about six centuries. Originally from Burma, these 
rulers gradually adopted Sanskritic names and culture. Asom, as the country 
was named, was already a composite of diverse races, cultures, religions 
and languages. Internal dissension within the later Ahom ruling system 
invited Burmese conquest in 1819. Burmese rule was replaced by British 
rule in 1826 (Majumdar 1988a: 96—144). 

Henceforth, the shape of Assam and its composition were completely 
dominated by British colonial reason and administrative cunning until the 
very end of the rule. This involved a process of making Assam an 
appendage of the colonial province of Bengal until 1 874, followed by its 
partition and reconstitution as a new administrative unit. By this time 
extensive areas of the Bengali-speaking population were incorporated in 
the new Commissioner’s province. The British rulers always liked to draw 
a distinction between what they called ‘Assam Proper’ and ‘a number of 
tribes and nations whose history must be separately considered 
(Government of India 1907: 158). These ‘tribes and nations’ were divided 
into several categories and subcategories.^ The redrawing of boundanes 
in 1906 and 1912 continued to add complexity to the already bewildering 
diversity of Assam’s population. 

From the perspective of the advocates of the Assamese community, the 
entire exercise of shuffling boundaries was perceived as a way of reducing 
their importance in their own homeland. This perception was mainly shared 
by Hindu Assamese speakers associated with the Brahmaputra Valley fS 
Hazarika 1 994: 45). They resented the prominence of the Bengali language 
officially allowed until 1872 and the importance accorded to Bengali people 
in education, administration, urban professions and employment. Later 
the British Cabinet Mission Plan of 1946 to group together Muslim 
dominated Bengal with Assam in a three-tier constitutional system to avoid 
the outright formation of Pakistan was perceived by them as a way of 

^ Five broad divisions are mentioned; the northern,' north-eastern, and southern 
H U Tnt« the Nagas and Mampar Govern neat of I nd a 1 907 15B) 
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reducing Assam to a junior partner in a suirogate version of eastern 
Pakistan.'’ 

If they accepted the plan to join the new group (Bengal and Assaml, 
they could be at the mercy of the much more numerous Bengalis and be 
dominated by a combined majority of Bengali and Assamese Muslims 
The Congress leaders of Assam had already had an unpleasant taste of a 
Muslim League ministry headed by S. M. Saadulia (from 1939 to 1946 
w’th interruptions) which had encouraged large-scale Muslim migration 
from eastern Bengal (S. Hazarika 1994: 58). These Congress leaders hac 
built their political career and support bases by hitting at Bengali Hincus 
for several decades. In the process, they had always counted on the support 
of the poorer Bengali Muslim settlers who were politically prepared to be 
enumerated as Assamese speakers to swell the size of the Assamese 
speaking community (1994; 44—5). If the group plan was conceded, the 
same Muslim population of Assam could conceivably cross over to 
strengthen the vastly larger numbers of Muslims in Bengal to overwhelm 
the Hindu Assamese Congress or nationalist leadership and their 
community.^ 

It was at this juncture that the support of Bengali Hindus of Assam 
and Bengal to strengthen the anti-grouping position of the nationalist 
leaders of Assam within the province (as in the 1 946 elections), and in the 
national negotiation process for transfer of power, was of crucial 
importance.* Equally important was the incentive that Mahatma Gandhi 
gave to Assamese Congress leaders to defy national organizational leaders 
of the Congress party as well. as colonial rulers in order to assert their 


^ The plan was to divide Briiish India into three sections of provinces; A, consisting 
of SIX Hindu-majorit>' provinces; B. Punjab, HWF? and Sind; and C, comprising Bengal 
and Assam. For a brief discussion, see Pandey (1969: 175-84). 

The Cabinet Mission Proposal indicated that the relative number of eiec ed 
representatives in Section C provinces was to be as follows: 


General 


Province 

(Mostly Hindus) 

Muslim 

Total 

Bengal 

27 

33 

.60 

Assam 

7 

3 

10 

Total 

34 

36 

70 


Total for British India = 292 
See Majumdar (1988:737-8). 

® Nationalist leaders of Assam enjoyed overwhelming success during the 1946 
elections, which indicated strong support registered by Bengali Hindu voters (see Weiner 
1978; 110). 
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Other issues and the craving for the prizes'*' offered by office and authorry 
made them renege on most of their commitments to the Assamese 
community. At the same time, the collective alienation of non- Assamese 
speaking tribal and other people gradually intensified. Even aciivt 
supporters of Assamese nationalism soon veered away from the AGP and 
increasingly began to admire, endorse and support more militant orgam 
zations wedded to insurgency and violence, like the United Liberation 
Front of Assam (ULFA). ULFA, which was organized in 1979, had 
remained dormant for a few years but hit the headlines at about the time 
that the AGP began to grossly let down its supporters (Das 1994: 68-S9j 
ULFA’s brand of terror and brutal violence, however, soon bred its 
competition in the form of sub-Assamese insurgency. Besides there was 
growing mobilization of federal counterinsurgence resources that had to 
be taken seriously. 

The Insurgents and Their Competition 

It IS indicative of the predominantly middle class nature of Assamese ethnic 
mobilization that the AGP and ULFA were dominated by educated young 
men who had a strong association with the student movement. The AGP 
was eager to try the gradualist methods of mass struggle and representation 
for ensuring Assam’s autonomy within the federation. For ULFA, moderate 
representations of Assam’s interests were of no use (Baruah 1994: 871; It 
stood for armed action, conspicuous brutality and exemplary violence 
While the AGP had made a career of campaigning against Muslim migrants 
from Bangladesh, ULFA eagerly sought arms and military training from 
official and clandestine sources located in Pakistan (at times through 
middlemen in Bangladesh), Myanmar and China.” It developed close 
connections with several north-eastern insurgency groups. Any support 
was welcomed so long as it contributed to Assam’s ‘independence’ At 
times, though, some leaders w'ere not averse to switching from the temi 
independence’ to ‘self-determination’ (Baruah 1994; 868). 

Having won power, many of these rebel young AGP leaders rushed for a stable 
setded life. ‘Many of them got married quickly. Their wedding receptions were lavisn 
expensive gifts ...were bestowed on the couples. One minister received as many as 
a dozen refrigerators and an equal number of television sets from businesstner 
(hazarika 1994: 150-1). 

The leaders of ULFA do not necessarily deny these connections; some operlj 
admit them (Hazarika 1994; 70-82). The use of sources in China was supposed to be 
indirect, through odier north-eastern insurgency groups straddling the borders of sevsial 
counti'ies close to the region. 
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ULFA’s concept of Assamese community was also different, at least 
when it was originally elaborated. Its ideological premises were related to 
more comprehensive socio-economic structural and developmental issues 
than is characteristic of subnaiional movements, including insurgency 
groups in this region. Most statements of ULFA leaders indicate that their 
notion of Assam is more territorial than ethno-Iinguistically exclusive 
This implies a more inclusive form; it indicates legitimate room for non 
Assamese-speaking people (Baruah 1994: 869). In practice, these leaders 
work closely with insurgency groups connected witli the communities in 
Nagaland and Manipur. At home, in Assam, ULFA has stayed away from 
the 'foreigners’ issue altliough it did direct its rage against the federal 
government for not solving the illegal immigration problem. In fact, the 
federal government or the 'centre’ , according to the ideological statements 
of the organization, is deeply implicated i n a prficess of colonial extraction 
of resources from and manipulative control on Assam. Again, the 
explanation of this internal colonialism is not ethnic domination: it is 
defined as a structural characteristic of capitalism operative in India (Das 
1994-: 29). 

During the formative stages of the Assamese movement, its leaders 
noted with dismay that though at that time (1970s) the state supplied 60 
per cent of India’s crude oil production, it received less than 3 per cent of 
its value in the form of royalties from the federal government. It was a 
major producer of tea but its royalty earning was incredibly low (Dasgupta 
1990: 165-7). So was the case with plywood. Even the regional capitalist 
class that developed in Assam after Independence was composed mainly 
of Marwari entrepreneurs (Bhattacbarya 1994; 349-63). Assam’s enrich 
ment, in that sense, according to the movement’s leaders, served investors 
from elsewhere rather than the region’s population. The urban areas were 
dominated by ‘outsiders’. The latter also supplied at that time ( 1 970s) the 
majority ofsenioradmimstrativepersonne) in the public services controlled 
by the central government. However, the connection between capitalism 
and interregional injustice or internal colonialism was rarely clarified by 
ULFA statements. They did not make clear the distinctions and connections 
between multinational, national, regional and indigenous (Assamese) 
capita]. Neither was the relative productive contribution of non-migrant 
capital, labour and organization specified to indicate their fair share in the 
aggregate product of the state. 

However, the major contribution of such stmctural discourse was to 
lend an intellectual legitimation to what turned out to be a brutal chain of 
extortion, intimidation, terror and murder to demonstrate that the ‘boys 
meant business- The targets m the mid- l'980s were those declared as *^he 
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enemies of Assam. Initially the acts of terror were aimed at politicians, 
bureaucrats and others suspected Oj committing ^crimes' against Assamese 
society. These crimes might include involvement in drug dealing, 
prostitution networks, alcohol brewing, teasing women, or exploiting 
people (Das 1 994: 73 ff.). Instant punishments meted out to such offenaers 
earned ULFA immediate popularity. It became almost legendary when it 
also demonstrated a simultaneous interest ensuring that rural development 
projects subsidized by the state actually delivered the goods to the proper 
beneficiaries. But its most spectacular success began in the late 1980s 
when it turned its guns mainly on m.igraat big businessmen and 
professionals, and made them pay incredibly large sums of money to ULFA 
leaders. Hundreds of prominent businessmen were killed and millions of 
rupees were levied on businesses of all kinds (Das 1994: 75 ff.). However 
Assamese businessmen, including large tea garden owners, were exempted 
Often, even ULFA leaders were surprised by the easy capitulation of 
migrant traders and industrialists. Most of these acts of terror and extor 
tion took place while AGP leaders looked the other way. The Assamese 
people of the Brahmaputra valley applauded such terror because it 
supposedly served to recover Assam’s wealth for its people. For others m 
the state, it was a grim situation in which even the administrative authorities 
were not beyond complicity, 

ULFA’s brazen terrorism was not perceived by non- Assamese people m 
the state as an anti-capitalist or prosocialist movement. It was recognized as 
the military arm of Assamese middle class chauvinism. Hindi-speaking 
businessmen, Muslim groups and tribal grpups formed their own militant 
organizations to confront ULFA terrorists (Das 1994: 76-7). By the early 
1990s severe factional strife divided ULFA leadership. But the most 
damaging attack on the organization came from the federal government 
Two major armed operations in 1990 and 1991 broke the back of ULFA 
This time, it was the turn of its leaders to capitulate. In 1992, the organization 
assured the Indian prime minister that it would abjure violence and operate 
within the rules of the Indian constitution. Some hardliners disagreed and 
escaped to Bangladesh. These leaders were willing to view the Bangladeshi 
migrants in a positive light. Understandably this strengthened the case of 
the gradualists ( AASU and allied organizations) to brand them as anti- Assam 
(Hazarika 1994: 232-3). Despite the decline of the armed capability of 
hardliners and their significant loss of political standing, the incidents of 
terror including the kidnapping of wealthy and prominent individuals, 
collecting huge ransoms and other acts of violence have not entirely 
disappeared. Occasionally they are committed by some local committees 
or sometimes by armed units that have formally surrendered before. 
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BODO AUTONOMY: COMMUNITY CLAIMS CONFRONTING 

ASSAM 

In recent years, Assamese ethnic emotions have been challenged more 
often within Assam than in the rest of the country. Most of these challemjes 
have emerged from tribal communities from the hill areas or the plains 
Whenever Assamese leaders equated the temtorial identity of multie.thnjc 
Assam with the ethno-linguistic identity of Assamese speakers of the 
Brahmaputra valley, they pushed the other ethnic groups to seek security 
through their own autonomous structures. The central government often 
aided their quest for self-governance. Thus Nagaland became a separate 
state in 1963, Meghalaya was created in 1971, and Mizoram obtained 
statehood in 1986. Apparently these departures did not turn out to be 
instructive. Those were hiil areas for which the plains elite of Assam 
probably had little affection. But gradually, the plains tribals were also 
pushed to a state of bitter alienation, which finally exploded into violent 
insurgency. The largest part of this revolt is broadly known as Bodo 
separatism or simply the Bodo movement. 

Interestingly, the Bodo movement is positively interested in Indian 
national cohesion, The ethnic rage in this case is directed mainly towards 
Assam. The term ‘Bodo’ refers to a group of closely related tribes including 
the ‘pure’ Boro language speakers who are called the Boro Kochart 
people.'* The entire group is often referred to as the Bodo Kochari 
community by others. It is the most numerous single indigenous ethnic 
community in Assam. In 1980, according to its spokespersons, its number 
exceeded five million. Depending on definitions and counting sources 
however, the actual figures may vary considerably for the Bodo group as 
a whole or its Boro component."’ 

A credible capacity to recall a community’s early historical 
accomplishments can offer valuable political capital for its political leaders. 
On this count the Bodos have few rivals in the region. The Plains Tribals 
Council of Assam, in a memorandum to the President of India in 1967, 
reminded him that the Bodos have maintained their sovereignty ‘from 


According to the leaders of the Bodo movement, out of the five million-strong 
Bodo community, the Boro people account for four million. Several other tribes in the 
group, notably the Sono wal and the Lalung people, number about 200,000 each These 
are mid-lSSe estimates. See AH Bodo Students Union, ‘Why Separate State’, document 
submitted to the President of India, reprinted in Datta (1993: 268J, 

In one of the most detailed language breakdowns by communities offered by tiie 

Census of India for 1971 , the Bodo ^oup figure comes to 1.2 million (Government of 
Intliti 077- f rn 
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time immemorial ... till theiiUast king died in ... 1854’ (Datta 1993; 122) 
The Bodos claim to be the earliest known inhabitants of Assam and also 
the earliest as well as the longest chain of rulers. They are quick to point 
out that when Assamese leaders trace their heritage from the Ahom era 
they actually glorify invaders from an alien culture. They use the category 
artificial Assamese’ to describe the present generation of Assamese 
ethnonadonalists who represent the relatively upper formations of the 
Hsndu caste stracture. The latter, according to Bodo leaders, can be traced 
to migrants from northern India (1993: 122). 

The Bodos assert that the Assamese people are, in fact, outsiders who 
have unleashed a ‘deadly anti-tribal’ policy to arbitrarily cleanse Assam 
of Its genuinely original and authentic inhabitants (1993; 122). They accuse 
the Assamese government of conducting a deliberate policy of 
Assamization through an imposition of ‘Assamese language and culture 
upon the tribals undemocratically (and) violating the Constitution of India 
(1993: 222^). Like the hill tribal people of the state, the Bodos and other 
plains tribal people deeply resent the imposition of Assamese language in 
part because it is not ‘the aboriginal language of Assam’ and because it 
violates the pluralism of the multiethnic society (1993: 225). Assamese 
belongs to the Indo- Aryan family of languages. Most of the tribal languages 
historically associated with Assam belong to the Tibeto-Burman cluster, 
which includes the Bodo group (1993: 225). Assamese language and 
literary history bear too close an affinity to their counterparts in Bengal 
and farther west in the eastern Hindi area to lend credence to their indige- 
nous pretensions (Government of India 1972). Given such a perception 
on the part of the Bodos, it is understandable why they want a division of 
Assam, and a homeland free from Assamese political domination and 
exploitation connected with ‘land, education, culture, and job 
opportunities’ (Datta 1993: 225-38). 


From Representation to Resistance; State 
Inducement for Insurgen.ce 

Bodo demands for community rights were expressed as early as 1929 
when several memorandums were submitted to the British Statutory 
Commission on Constitutional Reforms (better known as the Simon 
Commission) that visited Assam (Datta 1993: 8-9). A convention of plains 
tnbais held in 1933 gave birth to the All Assam Tribal League (AATL) It 
registered striking success in the 1937 elections. The leaders of the 
organization lent crucial support to the Congress organization and its leader 
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prominence, especially since 1990, when the AGP government’ 
negotiations with ABSU turned out to fae highly unsatisfactory for Bodo 
leaders,^ 

The end of AGP rule in 1990 and the beginning of Congress mle in 
1991 did not expedite the realization of an independent Bodoland state 
that the BSF wanted to carve out of Assam. If anything, the stalemate 
gave new impetus to insurgent violence committed by the BSF. Within a 
few years it became one of the most effective organizations to cany out 
insurgency operations in the region-— not a mean distinction, given the 
reputation of other, more experienced, organizations in the north-east 
Daring acts of kidnapping, extortion, murder and other forms of violence 
sent waves of alarm through the region. The BSF also developed working 
linkages with important insurgent groups like ULFA, the NSCN {National 
Socialist Council of Nagaland) and the UPMLA (United People’s Manipur 
Liberation Army) operating in the region.’^ Its insurgency operations 
rendered a new sense of urgency to the Assam government as well as the 
joint leadership of ABSU and the BPAC to find a solution. Central 
government leaders including the prime minister facilitated the signing of 
an accord between the Government of Assam and Bodo leadersln early 
1993. Unlike the other major accords in the region, however the central 
government itself was not a signatory (George 1994: S 87 - 91).-2 


The Architecture of Autonomy; 

Institutional Construction 

The Bodo Accord of 1993 did not concede either a state or a union territory 
to be carved out of Assam. Instead, it provided for a statutory structure of 
autonomy within the state of Assam in the form of the Bodoland 
Autonomous Council (BAC), The Council was equipped with its own 
legislative and executive organs. The Bodo administration was allocated 
thirty-eight subjects, including matters relating to educational, social, 
economic, ethnic and cultural affairs affecting the community. These 

“ Another group, much smaller, though of similar insurgent inclinations was the 
Bodo Volunteer Force (B VP). This was often considered as the armed support group 
of ABSU. The BVP became less important after 1993. For later evolution of 
organizational changes and alignments see Gokhale (1997; 26-7). 

T /vx!! ‘Return to Aims’./ndio Today (international edition), 30 November 

1992. 

“All threeparties— (hecentrai government, the state government and the movement 
leada^—were involved in the Assam, Mizo, and Tripura accords (George 1 994: 8S8). 
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Subjects implied more, ways of appiymg laws made by the state to suit the 
interests and needs of the Bodos rather than allowing them to make laws 
completely on their own. On matters relating to religion of the community, 
customary laws, and ownership and transfer of land within Bodoiand, Bodo 
views were supposed to prevail (George 1994: 889). Law and order, 
however, were left in the jurisdiction of the state of Assam. Major aspects 
of genera! revenue matters still remained under the control of the state 
though certain assurances regarding flow of funds from the federal 
government were also made. It was made clear that the BAG was to have 
vontro! over 2700 villagers and not 4000 as Bodo leaders had originally 
demanded. The state government finally conceded that at least twenty 
five tea gardens would remain under BAG control. The state also agreed 
to release ail Bodo activists in jail. At the same time, nearly 2{X)0 militant 
Bodos surrendered.^ The movement was withdrawn. 

However, BSF militants did not accept the accord. Popular support for 
the BSF declined but dramatic acts of violence continued through the 
mid-1990s. The leaders of the more popular organizations like ABSU 
and the BPAC also had their reservations about the terms of the Accord 
and the way it was implemented. But they were ready to give it a trial 
They also had a sense of assurance, based on the course of negotiations 
with the federal government on the eye of the signing of the accord, that if 
the Assam leaders let them down central leaders might come to their aid 
But the institutional structure of autonomy associated with the BAG and 
growing factionalism raised many difficult questions for Bodo leaders 
The BAG was not meant for only one district. Its scope was unusually 
large; it was designed to cover contiguous areas of Bodo predominance 
cutting across seven districts. There are substantial numbers of non-Bodo 
people in many villages in the BAG, some where Bodos do not even 
constitute a majority. They may react to Bodos in power exactly as the 
latter had reacted to Assamese in power, or as Assamese had to central 
leaders. Bodo militants can make matters worse by punishing non-Bodo 
or non-tribai resenters who then can tum to the Assamese state for redress 
Autonomy exercised by an ethnic community in an ethnically plural context 
especially calls for a kind of conciliary accommodation that is contrary to 
the militant mentality. This is what makes the institutional problem of 
sustaining autonomy so complex and challenging. 

Nearly four years of experience of the working of the BAG suggests 
that there was good reason for Bodo people and popular organizations to 
be disappointed with the Accord. Tlte ruling Congress party failed to 


^ Sunday, 18 July 1993. p. 56. 
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reciprocate the confidence of Bodo leaders in federalizing institutions for 
autonomy within that state. Vital provisions of the accord were violated 
Elections to the BAG were continuously delayed. The first nominated 
chairman soon resigned, following disagreement with the state government 
regarding the implementation of the accord. The changing course of the 
state ruling leaders’ political fortunes left its mark on the working of the 
autonomous council management. It was not surprising that the second 
nominated chairman served Assam Congress leaders more than his own 
people. 

When the AGP came to power in Assam in 1996, it used its allied 
Bodo organization. People’s Democratic Front (PDF) to control the 
Council through a new chaiiman. Meanwhile, radical Bodo organizations 
stepped up their demands for larger territory and greater autonomy 
Popular resentment against what was perceived as Assam’s arrogance aided 
the premium on violence that followed during later years. Moderate forces 
despite their larger support demonstrated during the state legislative 
elections in 1996, failed to stem the alienating effects of manipulative 
politics.^'' Militant groups gained new areas of support for terrorist acts 
The BLT, a newer organization, apparently engaged in the blowing up of 
trains and bridges by the beginning of 1997 to dramatize their demand for 
statehood within the federation.” Interestingly, part of this drama, which 
involved gruesome loss of lives and property, was also designed to score 
points in the internal turfwar within the fragmented organizational scene 
in Bodo politics. 

It would be wrong to conclude that the threat to the sustainability of the 
institutions designed to satisfy the sense of autonomy of ethnic communities 
is mainly posed by gun-toting militants or uncompromising hardliners m 
the popular movements. As is evident from the discussion so far, a major 
problem of ensuring and enhancing autonomy lies with authorities situated 
successively above the autonomous units in terms of the fonnal ordering 
of power. In this specific case, the strategies of the Government of Assam 
and how they -are overseen by federal institutions, including the judiciary 

^ T. Ray, ‘The north-east: Accord and Discord’, Frontline, 26 January (1 996, pp 
36-7). 

The prominent organizations now are the People’s Democratic Front (PDF) 
the National Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB), and the Bodoland Liberation 
Tigers (BLT). Along with the ABSU, these are also engaged in desperate turfwars 
among thenaseives. See N.A. Gokhale, ‘BacktoTurmoLlLOurfcw/:, 15 January (1997 
pp. 26-7), 

The pro-AGP PDF succeeded in electing six members to the Assam iegisiative 
assembly in the 1996 elections, 

N A Gokhale. ‘Back to TunnoU’ Outlook 15 January (1997 pp 26-7'' 
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and the armed forces, are likely to make a big difference. Only a fe ^ 
months before the signing of the Bodo Accord, the Assam government 
led by chief minister Hiteshwar Saikia of the Congress party took over the 
administration of the Karbi Anglong Autonomous District Council,''' This 
Council, set up to serve the autonomy needs of the hill tribals of that area 
was governed by a popular organization called the Autonomous Srpit 
Demand Committee (ASDC), which commanded a three-fourths majority 
and was dismissed on charges of mismanagement. The ASDC argued that 
the charges were an outrage. Fortunately the High Court in Assam agreed 
with it and the dismissal was declared unconstitutional. The Council was 
restored. But the ASDC asked for better guarantees for the future from 
the federal government. Its demands were conceded. This victory also 
enhanced the powers of other hill people organized in the Council for the 
North Cachar hills in the state.'^ For once, the lower units exercising their 
autonomy under the shadow of higher ones were probably assured that 
their hard-won space was institutionally protected. Judicial umpiring of 
this kind also indicates a dimension of central institutions that is not easy 
to recognize when the observers’ gaze is exclusi vely focused on the national 
legislature and bureaucracy. 


NORTH-EASTERN FEDERALIZING PROCESSES: COUNCILS 
AND CASCADED AUTONOMY 

Most observers of ethnic politics and autonomy movements in India ha% e 
been preoccupied with the intensity and extension of demands from the 
very beginning of Independence. The literature expressing alarm and 
despondency has been prolific since those early years. Unfortunately very 
few observers have paid much attention to the fact that many institutional 
arrangements for processing those demands were also carefully designed 
during the very founding moments of the independent state. Besides 
processing demands, these institutions were also supposed progressively 
to convert demands into supports for the system through a system of cascad 
mg linkages j oining together various units of the federal polity in a complex 
system of coordination. The notion of federalism implied in such an 
institutional design was one of a structure of cooperation among the centre 
the regional governments and the subregional units for generating the 


N. A. Gokhale, ‘An Uphill Tusk'. Sunday, 18 July (1993, p. 69). 

See ‘Karbi-Dimasa Accord Signed’, The Statesman Weekly, S April 1995. and 
Misra and Misra (1996: 130-6). 
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desired process of a nationwide development of political, economic and 
human resources. This was not a mechanical reproduction of the standard 
division and balance of powers between the federal and regional govern 
mmts associated with conventional federal arrangements in develon 
countries (Dasgupta 1994; 70-87). 

The issues of autonomy, from this perspective, were not defined in the 
oversimplified ternis of an absence of federal control overstates. Rather 
it was understood that a series of negotiated jurisdictions and their changing 
boundaries authorized by a federalizing process were to link the centre^ 
the state, the autonomous councils and the scheduled areas in one connected 
series of coordinated efforts. The approach was one of sharing power 
with a productive purpose among connected units. It did not assume a 
continuing adversary relation between two parties, the centre and the states 
What we have so far explored in terms of the complex autoaomv 
management and conflictresolution processes involving the centre, Assam- 
and subregions of Assam, including the restive fragments of the latter 
would indicate how the units are supposed to negotiate, cohere and 
cooperate m order to optimize their own as well as the system’s capabilities 
Like al! dynamic institutional designs, the one for federalizing the Indian 
political system left a lot to gradual learning from practice The design 
^elf was not very parsimoniously inscribed in constitutional documents 
The standard federal provisions are elaborated in the parts specifying the 
relations between the union government and the states, indicating the 
distnbution of legislative, executive, judicial and financial powers, and 
administrative control during normal and extraordinary times. The units 
of the federation can be altered and reorganized by the federal government 

mostprominentreorganization was in 1956 to meet local and language 
demands , For our purpose one of the most interesting uses of these flexible 
processes was associated with the extensive reorganization of states in the 
north-east; the state of Nagaland was conceded in 1963. A part of Assam 
was organized as an autonomous state (or ‘substate’) within the state of 
Assam as Meghalaya in 1969 (Basu 1994; 69-70). A large-scale change 
was brought about m that region when Meghalaya, graduating from 
substate , Manipur and Tripura became states, Mizoram and Arunacha! 
Pradesh became union territories in 1971 and full-fledged states in 1987, 
The status of an autonomous state within a state was a special concession 
to accommodate autonomy demands from tribal areas of Assam. In fact, a 
major innovation m crafting institutions to respond to autonomy demands 
without conceding the stature of states was incorporated in the Sixth 
Schedule of theconstitution, which was meant to apply to the administration 
of tnbal areas in Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram. The creation of 
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Autonomous democratic administrative systems were introduced in all 
six hill districts of Assam in 1952 (Hazarika 1978; 283-92). The basic 
objective was to introduce the new political institutions without disturbing 
the tribal ways of life connected with land, forests, agricultural practices 
and modes of settling disputes. Most of the members (75 per cent) of the 
Autonomous District Councils were to be democratically elected. The 
rest were to be nominated to ensure the participation of social workers 
rural notables and other less represented .parts of the population. The 
governor of the state was to be a key figure, connecting the district with 
the state and the federal government. His assent was needed to validate 
laws made by the Council. 

The early history of the working of these autonomous councils indicates 
that except for the Naga Hills, the new system initially appeared to work 
within the constraints that usually accompany novel institutions in an 
unaccustomed context. Continued insurgency on the Naga Hills, however, 
brought the issues of secession and sovereignty greater prominence, despite 
the fact that the path of violence was strongly disputed by several tribes 
within the Naga group (Horam 1988: 23). The creation of the state of 
Nagaland in 1963 altered the context of the autonomous councils that 
were working in the other districts. Hopes were raised for elevating the 
status of autonomous units into near or full-fledged statehood. Meanwhile 
the ethnic exclusivism of Assamese leaders scared the tribal leaders to 
the point of discouraging them from playing a continued role within the 
state of Assam. The result was gradual progression from autonomous 
councils to full statehood. However, the creation of new states did not 
necessarily do away with the need for autonomous councils. Anytime a 
major tribal group was identified with a state, the latter was likely to contain 
less numerous tribes or groups who chose to value such councils as their 
symbol of autonomy. For example when the Mizos attained the union 
territory of Mizoram (before it became a state), three of the Regional 
Councils (subunits within the District Council) were elevated in 1972 to 
the status of District Councils (Prasad 1994: 18-19). 

How have these organizations functioned? Let us limit our discussion 
of functions to the earlier phase of the experience in the Mizo Hills. The 
District Council had access to a wide range of legislative, executive 
financial, and judicial powers. These included powers to make laws for 
the allotment, occupation and use of land; management of forests under 
its control; use of water resources; and the regulation of practices, including 
those related to agriculture, public health, social customs, money lending 
and non-tribal traders. Executive powers included the establishment and 
management of primary schools and the right to determine the language 
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organizing skills in the course of mobilizing the Mizo National Famine 
Front (MNFF) in 1960 for famine relief action. Laidenga was, at the time 
an employee of the District Council. The MNFF was renamed MNF jn 
1961 and became a political party that did not do v^-ell in the subsequent 
local elections (Ray 1 982: ] 33 ff.). 

The MNF turned to insurgency and extensive violence from 1966 
onward in support of an independent Mizoram. When MNF plans began 
to fail, Laidenga was willing to negotiate with Congress leaders at the 
centre in the late 1 960s. The latter, for party reasons, did not reciprocate 
at that time, though they did so in 1975 and later to counter noti-Congress 
leaders who were becoming more popular in District Council and electoral 
politics in Mizoram. The latter was made a union territory in 1 972. Prime 
minister Indira Gandhi stealthily cultivated the MNF’s support when a 
non-Congress ruling party in Mizoram was heroically struggling against 
insurgents and thus risking brutal reprisals. The Congress party won ths 
_1 984 elecUons with MNF support. Rajiv Gandhi signed the Mizo Accord 
m 1986 and Mizoram graduated to statehood in early 1987, A mellowed 
Laidenga became the interim chief minister and his party won the 1 987 
elections (Dua 1992: 103 ff.; Chatterjee 1990, 3; 540-2). The MNF thus 
became a regular participant in an institutional system which was by then 
weakened due to the manipulative practices of the national Congress 
leadership. The MNF lost in the 1989 elections. The Congress partv won 
the 1989 and 1993 elections. won 

The Mizo story tells us that the transition from insurgency and brazen 
violence to benign constitutionalism need not be considered as either 
unnatural or surprising. Perhaps the surprise lies more in scholarly and 
bureaucratic expectations that ethnic oppositions are likely to constitute 
dangerous enemies’ posing severe threats to democracy and well-ordered 
political systems (Horowitz 1994: 36). The north-eastern cases actually 
suggest that proper institutional processing of ethnic demands, including 
violent ones, can transform ‘dangerous enemies’ into constructive 
contributors to democratic processes. However, if the national or regional 
authorities use cynical, unscrupulous, or simply unintelligent ways of 
manipulating ethnicity or insurgency, then the state itself can become a 
dangerous enemy of the democratic system. The complicity of the state or 
of ruling parties in undermining democratic institutions could be clearly 
seen m the way the centre negotiated with the MNF, or the way Assam 
Congress leaders dealt with the Karbi Anglong Council (in 1 992). On the 
other hand, the positive sense of cooperation for national and democratic 
objectives demonstrated by the leaders and organizations involved in 
sustaining constitutional government m all the north^stem states and 
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one presumed or postulated community, there may be many communities 
If colonial history set some incentives for separatist directions of ethnic 
mobilization, later developments were strong enough to change their 
courses. The federal democratic framework and the mostly conciliato 
though occasionally manipulative, civil society leadership at the centri 
regional, and local levels offered modes of institutional processing that 
significantly affected the patterns of competition among and within ethnic 
communities in manners that provided scope for a nationwide process of 
institutional cooperation. Insurgency did not go away but increasingly the 
advocates of violence had to contend with the supporters of reasonable 
rivalry abjuring self-righteous violation of others’ rights.^^ 

Gradually the connection between participation in the representative 
system and the promise of development helped reduce alienation and 
violence. The role of prudent, if not always proper, treatment from the 
relatively higher authorities also proved to be important for frequently 
inducting insurgents into democratic institutions, and thus probably 
beginning a process of dis-alienation (Kuechler and Dalton 1990: 281) 
Some even appeared to enjoy the perquisites of power a little too much 
for public taste.^^ Whatever it was, at least the easy presumption of any 

As noted above, the label Naga refers to thirty-three tribes representing a complex 
variety of language, culture, tradition and ideology- based social and political divisions 
Political divisions often cut across the social divisions. A. 2, Phizo, cliefather of Naaa 
insurgency, belonged to the Angami tribe. His Naga National Council (NNC) began as 
a moderate organization, turning into a militant insurgent one in the early I950s 
Insurgency was opposed and democratic means were upheld by a strong group of non- 
Angami cluster of tribes. Many Angami militants later became moderates especially 
following the Shillong Peace Agreement of 1975.Thcse leaders include Phizo’ s brother 
and daughter. In 1980, the militants formed the National Socialist Council of Nagaland 
(NSCN) with leaders from three other tribes, By the late 1980s the Tangkhuls and 
Sernas became more prominent in the leadership of the NSCN. The details are covered 
in Hazarika (1994-. 86 ff., 237 ff.). See also Anand (3 980; 61 ff.) and, for a short recent 
account, Subir Ghosh, ‘Insurgent Hearts Follow N aga Heads’ , T/ie Tele graph, 27 July 
1 995. The Mizo cluster comprises at least nine prominent tribes including, for examnle, 
the Lushais and the Lakhers (Chatterjee 1990, 3; 317-28, 577-88). 

I am using the term ‘reasonable’ in the sense it is used by John Rawls f 1 993: 49); 
The Disposition to be ReasoBable’, implies ‘taking into account’ on the part of the 
people ‘the consequences of their actions on others’ well being.’ 

’’ See Hazarika (1994; 234) for a reference to ‘comfortable life-style and easy 
money, especially among ministers in the MNP government which became the talk of 
Aizawl (Mizoram’s capital). That many insurgent leaders can use ‘ill-gotten assets’ 
for lavish luxury even before gaining political power was observed., for example, in 
Punjab in the late 19S0s and the following years. See Asit Jolly, 'Relatives Lay Claim 
to Fortune ot Top Punjab Militants’ Tfuf Aston Age (Calcutta) 23 Ju'y "995 
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close connection between north-e&stern ethnicity and endangerment of 
Indian democracy was not easy to sustain, 

I am not implying that federal and democratic institutions of the kind 
that obtain in India can always easily process ethnic demands or convert 
such demands into supportive resources by continuously incorporating 
those who presume to speak for their communities or their fragments 
Rather, it is suggested here that the narratives of violence and alann that 
dominate our literature have a tendency to make us miss the role of an 
interlinked system of institutions that have engaged in at least two tasks 
that are probably unprecedented in world history.’^ One of them, ot 
course, is the gigantic scale of processing and converting demands that 
can strain even the most advanced polity in the world. The second, and 
more important, is the task, mostly invisible to eyes that lack empathy, 
of pre-empting and preventing conflict by creating in advance ways of 
inducting people into processes of identification with national, 
developmental, civic, or other cooperative norms or values. The 
narratives of peace, civility, economic construction and democratic 
engagement that reflect how most people in India most of the time conduct 
their lives and contribute to national development need not be neglected 
simply because they do not pack much drama. I also want to indicate — 
and our story offers enough clues in that direction — that successful 
processing of ethnic demands can encourage new demands from those 
who were not able to speak out before. This demonstration effect need 
not be necessarily construed as a signal of danger. It can be seen as a 
signal of social mobility that makes it possible for successively less 
advantaged and less articulate segments of the population to seek their 
space of dignity in the wider system. The example of middle class 
beneficiaries of so many ethnic movements may encourage lower status 
groups to use subethnic or newly created ethnic labels to press their 
claims. Instead of straining the system, this can be seen as a process of 


“ What is the extent of popular incorporation that is appropriate to successful 
democratization in a developing or, for that matter, any country? How inclusive should 
the state or the civil society be to earn a properly democratizing label? The scholarlv 
literature is quite unclear on these issues. A welcome recent analysis suggests that 
every historical step the state Cakes toward inclusion should producer pattern ot 
exclusions as well’. These exclusionary transitions may serve as seeds of further 
democratization. This positive evaluapon of oppositional space and incomp’e'e 
inclusion can aid our understanding of the rationality of sequential incorporadon, \vhiu.h 
at particular' moments may be or should be compatible with a reasonable extent of 
disaffection in developing democracies (Dryzek 1996; 486). 

’’ Amitav Ghosh, ‘Shadow Lines, The Story’, TTie Telegraph, 24 July 1 995, p 10 
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democracy working its way down to tap new sources of strength from 
the deeperstrata of society (Naipaul 1990: 517). This is how constructive 
constitutionalism can possibly seek to turn ethnic conflicts into positive 
resources for social change and egalitarian development. 


The Rebirth of Shiv Sena in Maharashtra 
The Symbiosis of Discursive and 
Institutional Power 

Mary Fainsod Katzenstein, Uday Singh Mehta and Usha 
Thakkar* 


In rally upon rally over the last half dozen yeai-s, Shiv Sena party supporters 
have been exhorted to intone ‘Garva se kaho hum Hindu iiai' (‘Say with 
pride that we are Hindu’). In Hindi, not Marathi. This incantation as a 
centrepiece of Shiv Sena events would have been scarcely imaginable m 
the early years of the Shiv Sena. Both the stress on a Hindu identity and 
the use of Hindi in political sloganeering are indicative of a major shift in 
the politics of regionalism in western India. 

Tliis turn to Hinduism is what seemed to underlie the outbreak of violence 
in Bombay on a scale never before witnessed in the city. In the winter of 
1992-3, Bombay experienced the worst Hindu-Muslim conflagration the 
city has ever known. According to Human Rights Watch, over a thousand 
people were killed and tens or perhaps hundreds of thousands fled the city 
(1995: 26-7). It is a shift in which the once local, nativist party in Bombay, 
the Shiv Sena, now finds itself the dominant political force in the state of 
Maharashtra with a ready capacity to incite widespread violence, extract 
rents, and shape public policy and legislative initiatives (including the 
decision to first nullify and then renegotiate the Enron power project that 
recently attracted global attention). Thischapter attempts to understand the 
role of religious nationalism in the ascendancy of the Shiv Sena. 

The argument of this chapter is two-fold: first, that the Shiv Sena 
effectively exploited a discursive opportunity to link its own locally 
produced version of militant Hinduism with the politicized Hinduism that 
has been rapidly spreading throughout north India since the raid- 1980s, 
but second, that the discourse of Hindu nationalism was only able to take 

* The authors thank Anthony Anunziato and Ved Kayastha, Ernest L. Stern 56 
Asia Curator, Kroch Libraiy, Cornell, for their invaluable assistance in locating raatena!, 
Dmu Ranadive, Mrinal Gore and Pankaj Joshi for their generous help; and Amnta 
Basu. Ronald Herring, Peter Katzenstein, Atul Kohli, Bijoy Mishra, Gail Omvedt. and 
Sidney Tarrow for their very useful comments. 
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hold in Bombay and in Maharashtra due to the tightly structured and 
coercive character of Shiv Sena as an organization operating in apoliticcj 
milieu that was increasingly fractured and undirected. Clearly discourses 
count. As long as the Shiv Sena continued to focus on local, nativist issues 
alone, its political appeal beyond the metropolitan reach of Bombay cjt) 
was limited. And yet, its turn to the ideology of Hindutva would have 
been of less far-reaching implications were it not for the party s 
organizational strengths (including its capacity to intimidate) and the 
incapacity of other party and state institutions to respond. 

The linking of religion with nationalism, by itself, butparticulaidy in a 
form that vilifies a population whose ‘difference’ has deep historical roots 
is likely to exert immense mobilizationai power, both electoral and on the 
streets. Hindu nationalism on its own, however, can neither account for 
the devastation in Bombay during the winter of 1992-3 nor for the Shiv 
Sena’s electoral successes of the 1990s. The discourse of religious 
nationalism derives its power in part from a tran-Sposition of language 
ideology and rhetoric that heightens the politics of identity. But the power 
of discourse also depends crucially on the capacity or incapacity of 
organizations to make any particular set of competing discursive claims 
‘stick’. In the case of Shiv Sena, Hindutva and Maharashtra, this has 
everything to do with the Sena’s organizational wizardry and coercive 
practices and with the weakened institutional structures in the state of 
Maharashtra. 

DISCOURSE AND ORGANIZATION 

A few words about terminology: discourse refers, in this article, to language 
and symbolic actions. Discourse is meaning-making work. It consists of 
the explanations people offer for their actions and the interpretations they 
attach to the actions and words of others. It is true that the links between 
what is understood, said and done are plainly not direct. People often act 
in ways that contradict what they say they will do and the same set of 
words and actions are often interpreted in contradictoty ways by different 
groups or individuals. The justification, however, for taking seriously the 
expressive or discursive dimension of human sociability is that in 
admittedly complex ways, linguistic acts of interpretation.shape how people 
feel, think, report their interests and imagine the choices they have for 
their actions. 

Much' recent work on discourse is inspired by the pioneering work of 
Michel Foucault. With Foucault, we prefer the term discursive to 
'deolog’cal m part to avo'd we'gh'ng (when such an evaluat'on 's not the 
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project of our chapter) the truth claims of one set of beliefs over another 
But we also refer to discourses rather than ideologies in order to suggest 
that what may be at work here is not just an attachment toparticuiar political 
‘positions’ on Hinduism and Islam but also a deployment of a whole set 
of expressive acts (the wearing of saffron cloth and holy beads, the lavish 
spending at the time of religious festivals), 

Foucault uses the term discourse in a way that makes it synonymous 
with institutional or disciplinary systems (1972: 171-3). The reason for 
this conflation of language and institutions within the notion of discourse 
relates to the subtle ways in which he sees the powers of institutions as 
deeply imbricated in modes of expression and categorization. The 
boundaries between discourse and institutions are indeed fuzzv 
Nevertheless we believe the distinction of speech acts and institutional 
arrangements to be both possible and analytically productive. 

We understand institutions as constituted by both discursive and 
organizational practices. Institutions are value-embedded organizations 
(Scott 1995; Powell and DiMaggio 1991 ). Organizations operate according 
to a set of rules, based on structures, that serve particular ends, But 
institutions are more than organizations. Institutions are associated with a 
set of particular norms or values, while organizations operate to perform 
particular functions. The Indian Administrative Service (IAS), for instance 
IS both an organization and institution. It is the former in the sense that it 
recruits personnel through a highly competitive examination process, trains 
these recruits, and assigns them to staff the adniinistrative services of both 
centre and state bureaucracies. But the IAS is an institution in the sense 
that, as the ‘steel frame of India’, it has long been identified with old- 
school patrician integrity, dedication to political impartiality, and correct 
bearing and conduct. 

Different organizational arrangements privilege the discursive acts of 
some groups over others. Attention to discourse takes seriously what people 
think, what they say, what they write, and the corresponding symbolic 
expressions. Concurrent attention to organizations precludes confining 
this interpretative analysis to what people say they mean, slighting the 
power laden and sometimes coercive organizational processes that transmit 
this meaning-making work to others. This broadly Weberian orientation 
IS what informs this chapter. 

When people use and manipulate a certain set of symbols and words as 
distinct from some other set that they earlier used, one can speak of 
discursive change and at least provisionally conclude that this, change 
represents some transformation of individual and collective self- 
understanding and at least a disposition to altering strategies and interests 
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Of course, changes of interests and strategies can, and often are, motivated 
by new organizational practices that have implications for intersubjective 
understandings. In these situations the boundaries of discursive and 
organizational practices can be blurred. In the present context, however 
our contention is that the empirical examples used in this chapter are often 
outside these intersecting domains. Frequent references linking patriotism 
to religion is a discursive practice; the extortion of funds from businesses 
as protection money is an organizational practice. Both have implications 
for the institution of electoral politics in Maharashtra. 

BACKGROUND 

Although there is disagreement over the reasons for Shiv Sena’s 
ascendancy, there is little dispute over the basic chronology of political 
events that preceded the party’s emergence as a statewide political force 
Maharashtra has been a Congress party stronghold for decades. The 
Congress had dominated state politics continuoas-ly-from the period pnoi 
to the formation of the unilingual state of Maharashtra in 1960 until 1995 
Congress chief ministers reigned, supported by strong majoritj 
governments straight up to 1995, broken only by a two-yeai- hiatus in 1978- 
80. Congress dominance in Maharashtra survived numerous challenges 
the passionate and sometimes violent Samyukta Maharashtra Movement 
in the 1950s which demanded a separate state for Marathi speakers (Phadke 
1979; Joshi 1995); the claims for autonomy from the Vidarbha and 
Marathwada regions of the state; the state’s strong Dalit (ex-untouchable) 
movement (Omvedt 1993; Zelliott 1992); a vibrantrural peasant movement 
that drew attention to urban-rural divisions; significant infighting within 
the party that was marked by arapid turnover of chief ministers throughout 
the 1980s; and an economy that underwent inflationary swings and that 
has consistently suffered from high levels of unemployment and 
underemployment despite strong periods of growth (Lele 1995: 1520-28 
Joshi 1995; Sardesai 1995). Given the multiple disruptive elements that 
might have undermined Congress dominance over the decades, why did 
Congress suffer a reversal only in 1995 and why was the Shiv Sena-BJP 
alliance the political entity that succeeded in outdistancing the Congress 
in state elections? This question is part of the puzzle this chapter explores 
The Shiv Sena was formed in 1966 in Bombay; it contested municipal 
elections two years later, winning one-third of the seats in the municipal 
corporation. From its beginning, the party made its imprinton local politics 
by championing the economic interests of Maharashtrians whose jobs 
the party c aimed were being usurped by outsiders particularly south 
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Indians, living in Bombay. As a sons-of-the soil movement, the Shiv Sena 
had made Maharashtrian-centric politics its first priority, followed closely 
by an anti-Communist stance and, only in third place, the championing of 
a patriotism that demonized ‘anti-national’ Muslims. 

From its inception, the Shiv Sena won a reputation for violence. Its 
attack on the Communist Party office in Pare! in 1967, Shiv Sainiks’ role 
m the murder of Communist MLA Krishna Desai, its assaults on Udipi 
(south Indian) restaurants and street hawkers, its involvement in the 1971 
Bhiwandi riots and in Belgaum border clashes were all early demonstrations 
of the party’s readiness to utilize extreme methods of political action. At 
the same time, the party pursued a populist program — providing seiwices 
in local neighborhoods and slums and courting the loyalties, particularly 
of Marathi-speaking male youth. 

During this early period, the party was able to establish a firm place 
for itself on the Municipal Corporation with party members securing the 
mayorship on at least four different occasions during the 1970s. But until 
the 1990s, the Shiv Sena was never a significant political presence outside 
the Bombay-Thane municipalities. The party rebounded onto the 
political scene in 1985, winning 70 seats on the Municipal Corporation 
up from the 21 seats it had won in 1978 (Thakkar 1995; 265). From the 
mid-1980s, the party underwent an ideological makeover, reordering its 
agenda to emphasize themes of Hindu nationalism. The Shiv Sena chief, 
Bal Thackeray, stepped up his anti-Muslim diatribe, urging his followers 
to take up a holy war or dharm yuddh-,^ Shiv Sena-sponsored Hindu 
festivals and celebrations became more lavish and elaborate; the party 
reached out to try to create an alliance of Hindu -minded parties calling 
a meeting in 1994 of seven Hindu parties. The party continued to play, 
moreover, a self-proclaimed part in the increasing numbers of communal 
conflagrations spanning the 1984 Bhiwandi riots and the ravages of 
Bombay in 1992-3 (Engineer 1989; 15-18; 1995; 3267-8). In 
anticipation of the 1990 election, the Shiv Sena entered into a seat 
adjustment with the BJP, whose image as the champion of Hindu 
nationalism was by now well-honed throughout northern India. In 1990, 
the Shiv Sena-BJP alliance won 94 seats in the state assembly, up from 
the 16 seats they (together) controlled in 1985. With the 1995 state 
assembly election, the Shiv Sena-BJP combine secured 138 seats, 
eclipsing Congress, whose seat tally fell to 80 seats from 141 in 1990 ’ 

' Sudheendra Kulkarni, ‘The Ominous Enti-y of Shiv Sena in Rural Areas 
Mainmream, 1 March 1 987, p. 13. 

’ Lekha Rattanani and Smmti Koppikar. ‘Storming the Citadel’, India Today 31 
March 1995, p. 44; M. Rahman with Lekha Rattanani, ‘Savagery in Bombay’, India 
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In the ] 996 parliamentary elections, the Shiv Sena continued its electoral 
climb, winning 15 seats, up from four in the previous round. 

Explanations of Shiv Sena’s resurgence fall Into three broad approaches 
First, some accounts emphasize srJciefrt/ shifts — pointing to the economic 
duress and rising aspirations of Maharashtrian youth that have accompanied 
the rapid urbanization of Maharashtra in the last decade (Vbra 1 996) and 
the penetration of capitalism into the countryside (Lele 1995). In a related 
vein, others emphasize the process of democratization in which caste and 
class groups beyond the traditionally dominant Maratha caste have become 
politicized by and available to competing party elites (Hansen 1995) 
Societal accounts also sti-ess the continued competition between 
Maharashtrians and non-Maharashtrians in the private and public sectors 
(Sadhul988). 

A second set of explanations focuses on institutional and organizational 
factors such as the sudden access to resources gained by Shiv Sena’s 1985 
victory in the municipality which permitted the party to control rents, taxes 
and contracts during a period in which Bombay real estate was booming 
(Sardesai 1995: 1 32); similarly some point to the party’s service functions 
running ambulance services, responding to local grievances;^ This focus 
on organization also notes the disarray of the Congress party, the voter’s 
disillusionment at the party’s reputation for corruption, “ and the alienation 
of Muslim voters who were an important vote bank for the party in 
Maharashtra (Vora 1996; Palshikar 1996). 

A third set or accounts allude to ideological or discursive forces . Almost 
all analyses of Shiv Sena’s resurgence describe the turn in Bombay politics 
towards ‘saffronization’ and the playing of the ‘Hindu Card’ as an explicit 
pan of Shiv Sena’s ascendancy, although the religious nationalist rhetoric 
is rarely the subject of very extensive analysis, and although it is often 
unclear how much weight the analysis assigns to Shiv Sena’s Hindutva 
appeal.^ 


Today, 3 1 January 1995, p. 35; see also M. Rahman, ‘Primed for Baltle’, Todm 
15 February 1995. 

^ ‘Sena Strength Spreading’, Onlooker, J6-30 September 1989, pp. 21-5. 

’ ‘Congress(I) Losing Ground’ , India Today, IS February 1995. 

" Analyses of individual-level surveys are being undertaken by Nandita Aras, a 
doctoral student in political science at Columbia University, Surveys under the 
supervision of Yogendra Yadav and V, B. Singh at the Centre for the Study of Developing 
Socieues in Delhi should also be able to shed light on the extent to which voter .support 
for Shiv Sena has been augmented or diminished by tlie alliance’s turn to Hindu 
natioiialism 
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In this chapter, we acknowledge the importance of looking at the socio- 
economic underpinnings of Hindutva and of political identities generally 
Indeed, chat was the approach taken by one of the authors in an account of 
Sbv Sena’s earlier years (Katzenstein 1979). But at the same time, our 
preference for the second and third approaches (institutions and discourse) 

IS premised on the argument that economic and social disruptions whether 

precipitated by industrialization, urbanization, and/or the penetration of 
capitalism — can explain feelings of anomie, identity loss, and availability 
for political m.obilization, but that these socio-economic changes cannot 
explain why people search out the political solutions offered by the ‘rioht 
rather than those proffered by more moderate, centrist forces or by the 
left. To understand this, we must turn to organizations and to discourse 
We see Shiv Sena’s resurgence as reflecting the weakened conditions of 
organizations that compete with the Shiv Sena’s andBJP’s mobilizational 
capacities and as reflecting, too, the power of a newly ascendant national 
discourse. Maharashtra, after all, is not an independent country, and the 
discourse of Hindutva is a meeting ground for the mutually constitutive 
process by which identities, both local and national, are created. 

CREATING HINDUTVA; THE POWER OF DISCOURSE 

If there were ever a location that seems to suggest how politics is reshaped 
when a new (or in this case a new-old) discourse catches on, Bombay and 
Its environs in the 1990s are it. We are not dismissing the importance of 
economic interest: Shiv Sena’s emergence in the mid- i 960s rode a wave of 
very overt economic and social discontent among Maharashtrians, Although 
Maharashtrians had won their own state a half decade earlier, no instant 
amelioration in the job position of Marathi-speakers materialized, and the 
economic successes of non-Marathi-speaking ethnic groups in Bombay, 
particularly in white collar jobs and in the commercial sectors of the economy, 
were undeniable. New'iy aroused Maharashtrian aspirations in the face of 
the apparent economic success of other groups provided an idea! ‘cause 
for a political party to champion.*’ This was in the 1960s. 

The dominance of ‘outsiders’ was the subject of weekly exposes, starting in i%5 
of frtarmik, the Marathi weekly stalled by the then cartoonist, Ba! Thackeray. In the 
early years before the 1 966 founding of Shiv Sena, Marinik's pages dwelled on the 
dangers of Communists (‘Lalbhai’) and of Pakistani infiltrators. But it was not until 
A/annitdrew attention to the presumed economic injustices suffered by Maharashtnan 
white collar job aspirants that the magazine’s circulation soared and the Shiv Sena 
took off By J 966, A/a/7f7iA:’s circulation had doubled reaching a readership that probably 
tomprised nearly half of the literate Maharashtrian population in the city above the 
age of 15 (Katzenstein 1979: 51), 
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on Indian culture by the decadent West (Metiezes 1966: 20). (The Sena- 
BJP combine has given more seiious attention to reclaiming the "authentic 
name of Mumbai after Mumbadevi, the goddess traditionSly worshipped 
by fisherfofk of Bombay.) But such examples aside, there is surprisin<jK 
little talk about Western colonization and unwelcome influence. In ail the 
lecent discussions of the Enron power project contract, in fact, the Sena's 
oppositioit has been formulated as one about oi'croricing and the fauitv 
procedures of negotiating a contract without open bidding. Missing is the 
strong rhetoric about national autonomy and freedom frcm foreign control 
that attended the Janata's ouster of Coca-Cola and IBM in the late 1970s 
Religion is afourth pillar of Shiv Sena’s conceptualization of Hindutva 
but its importance is less scriptural or doctrinal than ritualistic. On occasion 
a speech by a Sena leader will invoke religious texts and a Sena leader 
will be accompanied on the dais by a religious ascetic. Pramod Navalkar 
one of the Sena leaders with a more outwardly spiritual bent, has brought 
Hindu holy men to address Sena gatherings. In rallies and on the occasfon 
of electoral victories, Thackeray typically appears in .saffron (or other) 
draped robes of an ascetic— recently with wooden holy beads and wrist 
bands (rudrakshas ). It is telling, however, that after the death of his wife 
and son in 1996, Thackeray removed his beads and banished all pictures 
and stotues of gods from his residence. According to one report that cites 
an editorial by Thackeray Thackeray has declared himself an 

atheist.- It is significant that Thackeray’s declaration seems to have caused 
no stir among Shiv Sena .subscribers to the party’s brand of religious 
nationalism, “ 

_ Where religion seems mostly to count is in its performative and 
ritualistic role: the local s/ta^/ias (literally, branches; RSS training meeting) 
are intensely involved in the annual Bombay Ganesh or Ganapati ritual 
Ganesh Chaturthi (fourth day of a lunar fortnight). On this festival day, 
When the image of Ganapati is marched to the sea, Shiv Sainiks and Sena 
tiags are visible in every neighbourhood. In some ways this event has 
become a Sena festivity and, as we shall di.scuss below, an important means 
o raise funds for party activity. Recently, and even more significantly the 
bena has organized Maha Aartis (a grand version of the Hindu ritual of 
worship performed at sunset) in the streets. These convocations are partly 
response to Muslim namaz (literally, prayers; in this context, 
congregational prayers held in mosques). During the 1992-3 violence,’ 

ThSi'f by remote control. Manolmrdoshi says his relationship fo 

I nacxeraj' is like father lo son. 

‘Uneasy Lies fhe Head’, The Telegraph, 20 July 1 996. 



The Rebirth of Skiv Sena m Maharashtra 229 

MahaAartis were explicit tools by which youthful crowds were incited to 
act collectively, leading to the rampages and violent assaults against Muslim 
residents (see chapter by Jaffrelot in this volume for more details on the 
instrumental use of religious rituals to incite riots). 

It is difficult to characterize the Sena’s cultural vision of Hinduism as 
either reformist or conservative. Sudhir Joshi, one of the more modern- 
minded Sena leaders, tends to emphasize the forward-looking cast of 
Hinduism: 

The Hinduism of the four Vamas [ritual rank] is not acceptable to us, being 
regressive. We do not believe in a religion on that basis. What we are talking 
about is a Hinduism that is rational, reformist, practical and evolving. We reject 
Sail and its propagandists, We reject even dowry as a barbarism,^^ 

But this reformist voice is not the dominant line enunciated by Thackeray 
Although the Sena in recent elections has sought support from particular 
Dalit communities (Chamars, Dhors and Bhangis), it has targeted the pro- 
jects of other (better off) Dalits, largely ex-Mahars, criticizing the effort 
to rename Marathwada University as Ambedkar University’ and the 
publication of Ambedkar’s writings in which the Sena considered bs 
comments on Rama and Krishna to be offensive (Lele 1995: 1526) 
Thackeray sees neo -Buddhist Dalit activists as anti-Hindu and therefore 
uses a rhetorical style similar to that which he deploys when he talks of 
Muslims: Today is the anniversary of Ambedkar. We won’t be tolerant 
Is over, burnt. If anyone stands against Hindus, we’ll burn them to ashes’ 
(Patwardhan 1994). Indeed the Shiv Sena on more than a few occasions 
has targeted Dalit neighbourhoods during the binges of violence led by 
Sena youth. 

To summarize: The importance of discursive change should not be 
underestimated. This transposition from an organization that protested 
the incursion of non-Maharashtrians into Bombay to one that speaks, 
pnncipally, about the restoration of a Hindu political order should, rightly, 
be named as what it is — a major discursive gyration. The discursive 
handiwork of Shiv Sena is now visible in the form of a four-pillar doctrine 
of Hindutva built on Muslim demonization, the militancy of Hinduism, a 
political nationalism defined by regional rather than global enemies, and 
the restitution of specified religious rituals. What should be recognized to 
be at work here are not the rumblings of new economic or societal tectonic 
formations creating new fault lines to which political elites must respond 

Mahesh Vijapurkar, ‘Shiv Sena: the Hindu Card’, Frontline, 21 January 1989 

p 100, 
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but the recreation of existing meanings in response to new ideological or 
discursive opportunities. 


DEPLOYING HINDUTVA: THE POWER OF INSTITUTIONS 

It would perhaps be wrong to claim, however, that this new di scourse was, 
by itself, responsible for the Shiv Sena’s recent political success or for the 
unprecedented eruption of communal violence in Bombay in 1992-3 To 
look to the discourse of Hindu nationalism alone would leave us unable to 
explain why the BJP could not expect to supplant Shiv Sena, but was 
rather compelled to join hands in an electoral alliance. Discourse alone 
cannot explain why Hindu-Muslim hostilities, which have long been pre 
sent in Bombay, in Maharashtra, and elsewhere in India, should erupt m 
such particularly virulent form at this time. To answer these questions, we 
must turn to the adroit organization-building that Shiv Sena can boast and 
to the concomitant infirmity, at least for the present, of the local Congress 
party and of state institutions. Central to this discussion is Shiv Senas 
determination to use coercive and terrorizing tactics and the inability or 
unwillingness of the government to respond. 

A modern day Machiavelli might advise his ruler that political success 
requires the creation of institutions that will secure (1) enough riches to 
rule, (2) influence over the modes of popular communication, (3) firm 
control over the ruler’s own party or power base and (4) the capacity to 
deliver something of what the populace perceives its needs to be. By these 
criteria, Shiv Sena has demonstrated mastery in the craft of party building 

(1) The Shiv Sena has clearly accumulated vast coffers of funds — no 
small feat for a party that has been, for most of its political life, not in 
power, but in opposition. Almost no hard information exists in print about 
the source of these funds, but there is enough anecdotal commentary to 
allow some picture to be sketched. According to numerous commentaries, 
the Congress party was itself responsible in the early days of the Sena for 
building up the party coffers, hoping that the Shiv Sena would prove a 
strong counteractive force to the leftist unions. The close relations between 
Congress and Shiv Sena, Sainath claims, won the Sena the epithet of Vasant 
Sena (alluding to the alleged links between the then chief minister Vasant 
Rao Naik and the Shiv Sena). Similar observations were routinely made 
about the support the Sena was supposed to have received from industnal 
houses in Bombay that shared Congress party interests in seeing leftist 
unions weakened. In recent years, what has been widely recognized is the 
huge intake of funds the Sena secures from its control over real estate in 
Bombay — said to be among the highest priced urban real estate outside 
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Katzenstdn, Mehta and Thakkar accord less importance than Widmalm 
and Kohli to state actions and more attention to the organization and 
activities of ethnic and ‘commonai’ parties and movements. Their accounts 
suggest that community mobilization is often the expression of contest 
and negotiation among communities. Paradoxically, groups that express 
'the most xenophobic identities often do so in order to undermine competing 
expressions of community identity. 

Dasgupta shows that crucial determinants of the intensity of comntu 
nity mobilization in the north-east were the number and variety of ethnic 
communities and their complicated interrelationships. Whenever Assamese 
leaders equated the territorial identity of multiethnic Assam with the ethno 
linguistic identity of the Assamese speakers of Brahmaputra valley, other 
groups reacted by demanding autonomy. For example the Bodos were 
aggrieved by the Assamese language policy, which di.sadvantaged Uiem 
and all other non-Assamese-speaking communities wdth respect to 
education and employment. In 1987 they launched a movement against 
the ruling AGP, demanding that it make Hindi the official language of 
Assam. Paradoxically, the Bodo autonomj' movement brought about a 
closer relationship between the state and central government. In this case 
the causal arrows were the reverse of the scenario that Kohli describes, 
for inter-ethnic conflict was in part responsible for a more accommodating 
state policy. 

Katzenstein, Mehta and Thakkar supplement £i focus on the state by 
highlighting the importance of Hindu nationalist discourses. They argue 
that an exclusive focus on political institutions cannot explain the 
transformation of an ethnic ‘sons-of-the-soiT movement into a religious 
nationalist one. Additionally, a discursi ve shift had occuned by the second 
half of the ]980s. Many of the Shiv Sena’s key themes, including Muslim 
demonization, political nationalism and the restoration of religious rituals 
found expression in the growth of Hindu nationalism at the centre and 
resonated in Maharashtra as a result of insdtutionai changes in the character 
of the Shiv Sena and the Congress party. 

In a similar vein, Arun Swamy identifies two distinct discourses 
underlying party competition in Tamil Nadu: empowerment populism of 
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and protection populism of the 
Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (ADMK). Employing diffeient 
rhetorical styles and cultural symbols, each party appealed to different 
conceptions, of underprivilege. The contrasts between these discourses 
enabled the two parties to develop stable constituencies and programmes 
and thereby institutionalize their gains. In analysing the appeals of the 
ADMK’s protection populism, Swamy deciphers the cultural symbols that 
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in states where ethnic movemenfc h 

fom> Mjorities, ,te, haveoften dejTs'rtd ■ 

mmonteo r„ Ka,ze„.,am. ShCdTh m e^' 

Sem adopted the discourse of reti&m ^^aJcKar assert the <ih 

established a strong base in Maharashtra th! ^^eS^iivSea. 

:::s 

groups, the demands they voirert *1. 

states, there was no sf contey tc of ^ 

“™S‘“»S«dfOver„J„,/,“j’™;”S pluralL . d 

Hindu nationalistmobiJw-,!!? - 

fndfa has experielef l ofreJkions . r • 

^Oym^nirh!tT f ' ^"dermined democLS^ 

Which, m turn, weakened already j Hindu-Muslini violence 
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S-fP lias been inconsistent 'n its - '° “"'*®™'"' minoritj rights ThM ih° 

»ategic choice rsfcr 8,a„ s 

enonneedits co™ech„„ to .h/S„ f”'"®"*' for i, hT « 

??=r£~^ 

unities. The violence associated 
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bigotty. Where caste-based reforinswouWf^ associated with its 

Jn u nationalism would do the opposite system 

,. ’ 

determination movements movements. Efeirsif"” 

dem^ds, these movements have moder^ed'ir'^^ ^ ^e®Ponsiveness to theh 
which have been concerned with 

bear a striking resemblance to social of power and resources 

rights, environmental protection and civil women’s 

ov^Jooked because ethnic -often 

One reason that Hindu nationalismTc Primordial, 

that It IS often unwilling to yield to democracy is 

J^gredient for the growth of IL Indeed the L 

accommodating statiNeZtrJjah"'*'"' bas" blen'^n 

^beir appeals in religious terms 

partiesand ethnic self-determination ^ ^y Political 

-ercame his initial relucmnee 

>!^gmstic hues, his attitude towards boundaries along 

regional movements ^vas quite con?r ^ based 

ardened her stance towards ethnic mowm*^' % contrast. Indira Gandhi 
o mdu nationalism during her last ve concessions 

encourage the BJP m make Hh!I ^ onJy tJid this 

^tovements that had previously orgTSed 

Kashmir and Maharas^S f ^be 

^'’creasingjyreligmus terms their demands in 
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leaders towards the BJP since the mid- 1980s. First Indira Gandhi, then 
ironically the left-of-eentre V.P, Singh, who needed BJP support to form a 
government in 1991, and mqst importantly Narasimha Rao, all made 
significant concessions to Hindu nationalists, both institutionally and 
discursively. Accordingly, the BJP grew. In the abstract it would seem 
that an aGCommodating, conciliatory state would be highly desirable in 
India. But the context, nature and timing of stale concessions have very 
different implications for democracy. Whereas the state strengthens 
democratic processes by conceding rights to ethnic self-determjnation, it 
erodes democracy by accommodating groups that employ the discourse 
of secularism to undermine minority rights. 

Why have state concessions pacified ethnic self-determination 
movements but not religious nationalists? The demands of ethnic self- 
determination movements generally focus on territory, resources and power. 
These are finite demands which the state can meet. By contrast, the BJP’s 
principal objective is to attain power in New Delhi, a demand that the 
state cannot satisfy. Indeed the BJP’s interests are best served by 
intransigence in face of the concessions made by the ruling party. Moreover 
religious appeals are an excellent method of generating electoral fervour. 
This implies that the BJP sometimes unleashes forces that it cannot fully 
control. How to respond democratically to undemocratic demands is a 
challenge that the state will continue to confront. How it meets that 
challenge will significantly influence the fate of Indian democracy in the 
years to come. 
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aarti 

akhara 

aim 

Arva Samaj 
asthi 

Bande Mataram 

bkakli 

burkha 

ckaiurthi 

crore 

dalit 

darshan 

dharm yuddh- 

dharma 

Durga Puja 

firangis 

Ganesh 

gopis 

gulal 

Hindutva 

Holi 


kalash 

Kali 

kar sevak 


Hindu ritual of worship performed at sunset 

gymnasium, generally attached to a temple, 
where one practises weight lifting and wrestling 

Islamic scholar (pi. ulema) 

Hindu reformist organization 
bone 

Hail to the Motherland 
devotion 

long garment with headpiece which can cover 
the wearer from head to foot 

fourth day of a lunar fortnight 

ten million 

Untouchable 

viewing; sight 

holy war 

religion; theology; piety; righteousness 
festival in honour of the Hindu goddess Durga 
foreigners 

Hindu god, usually associated with success 
milkmaids; in the Mahabharata, they are 
Krishna’s lovers 

coloured powder used during Holi 
‘Hindu-ness’; Hindu nationalism 
Hindu festival marking the end of the winter 
season which people celebrate by throwing 
colour at each other 

urn 

Hindu goddess 
volunteer worker 
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laMi 

lathi 

maidan 

mangalsutra 

Marwaris 

Muharrani 


namaz 

parikrama 

puja 

rais 

Ram ckil 

Ram Jyati Yatra 
Ram Shilan Puja 
Ramj anmabhoomt 
rath 

Rath Yatra 


rudhraksha 


one hundred thousand 
stick 

large open space 

the necklace received by a woman upon 
marriage, and meant to be worn at al! times 

caste of Hindu merchants from Marwar, 
Rajasthan 

first month of Muslim calendar; month of 
mourning, particularly for Shias, since tenth 
Muharram marks the death anniversary of Hasan 
and Hussain, grandsons of the Prophet Muham- 
mad 

literally, prayers; also congregational prayers held 
in mosques 

ritual circumambulation 
Hindu ceremony of worship 
nobleman, notable, magnate 

a group celebrating Ram during the festival of 
this god 

pilgrimage of light in honour of Ram 
literally, worship of the Ram bricks 
the birthplace of Ram 
chariot used in Hindu festivals 

traditionally, the Hindu festival of Jagannath 
during which his image is taken in a chariot for 
a bath in the sea; also the name used by VHP 
and BJP for their chariot procession from 
Somnath to Ayodhya in 1990 

a kind of dried fruit which is used as a bead 


sadhu 

Sangh Parivar 

shakha 

shila 


ascetic 

the ‘family’ of the RSS, that is the Hindu 
nationalist combine 

literally, branch; RSS training meeting 
-brick 





ShivJayanti 

shuddhi 

smarta 


taziya 

ulema 

varna 

Vidhan Sabha 

yajna 

yatra 


Glossar, 

festival celebrating the anniversary of Shivaji 
ritual purification 

pertaining to the Smrita and especialiy the 
traditional codes of Hindu law, such as the 
Dhannashatra; by extension, ‘the orthodox par 
excellence’ 

replica of cenotaphs of Hasan and Hussain taken 
out in a procession on the occasion of the Musli m 
festival of Muharram 

Islamic scholars 

caste (Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra) 

state legislative assembly 

sacrifice 

procession; pilgrimage 
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